
Greentours Natural History Holidays ● 01298 83563 ● enquiries@greentours.co.uk ● www.greentours.co.uk 

 

The Russian Caucasus 

 
A Greentours Itinerary 
 

Day 1 

To Krasnodar 
 

Our flight to Krasnodar lands shortly after midnight so we’ll go straight to the 

nearby hotel.  

 

Days 2 – 4 

Lagonaki 
 

The remote and unpopulated Lagonaki Plateau is quite possibly the floweriest 

place you’ll ever see. For mile after mile the limestone grasslands have very little 

actual grass visible, so thick are the flowers. 
 

Though largely covered in grassland (flowerland!) there are areas of limestone 

pavement and in particular 'dolines' or sink holes which vary in size tremendously, 

with some being very large, but the consistent feature plant-wise is that they offer 

a micro-climate that has spring species still flowering in mid-summer. Snow will still 

lie at the bottom of almost all of them. There’s masses of small pink Primula algida 

as well as yellow Primula ruprechtii and good plants of Primula amoena, mostly the 

purple form, but a few of the white form. We’ll see hybrids between the latter two, 

the petals yellow with a nice pink border! Attractive Corydalis conorrhiza, here in 

an unusual pink with just a hint of blue form, blooms with the local form of 

Pyrenean Gentian Gentiana djimilensis. Nearby we’ll find one of the signature 

plants of the Russian Caucasus, the extraordinary yellow spring gentian, Gentiana 

oshtenica, endemic to Adygea. The large tubby bells of yellow Fritillaria collina will 

be greatly admired and so too groups of blue-purple Iris sibirica. Ring Ouzels, 

Goldfinches and Whinchats populate gullies where we’ll find Trollius patulus, 

Gagea liotardii and Pedicularis condensata, the latter one of five species of 

lousewort we’ll see here. There’s a little comosa, shaggy red and yellow flowered 

willhelmsiana, the shining pink and red heads of nordmanniana, and magnificent 

Pedicularis atropurpurea with large white woolly heads dotted with deepest-ruby 

flowers. Overhead Griffon Vultures fly over low, they like to check out the herds of 

horses, at this season the only livestock up here. Lammergeiers cruise by too, often 

exceptionally close to us, and Imperial Eagles soar high overhead. Growing on the 

rocks are Saxifraga sibirica, the lovely Trifolium polyphyllum, here in a fine pink and 

white form, and ferns aplenty - Woodsia alpina, Asplenium viride, Asplenium ruta-

muraria and Moonwort. In the open grasslands are many Fragrant Orchids and 

Yellow Globe Orchids, lilac Oxytropis meyeri and blue and white Lathyrus cyaneus. 

Smart little Orobanche alba grows on tight alpine turf with Muscari szovitsii whilst 

moister ground holds fine Rhyncocorys stricta and abundant Dactylorhiza 

caucasica. 
 

Amazingly all of the flowers mentioned above can be seen within a few hundred 

metres of the place we’ll park the vehicles, and that’s less than a kilometre from 
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the hotel too! However exploring further is very worthwhile. A waymarked path 

takes us steadily uphill onto higher slopes. This will be a good opportunity to see 

Caucasian Blackcock, though they do try and keep hidden almost until you step 

on them, as there are many youngsters around at this season. Those that wish can 

make it all the way to Mount Oshten, a round trip of ten miles, but on easy paths. 

Even just reaching the first plateau will give you continuous fantastic displays of 

flowers as well as stunning views all around. Mount Oshten and the limestone 

grasslands we’re exploring lie above the forest zone, and the panoramas to the 

west of limestone cliffs, screes and ridges, is impressive, and so too the endless 

forests that stretch eastwards to a line of distant snow-capped peaks. We can 

explore the knobbly limestone outcrops where endemic Campanula dzaaku has 

its purple blooms forming neat clumps on the grey rocks, the damp marshy 

grasslands alive with blankets of improbably large-flowered Stachys macrantha, 

Allium schoenoprasum, and both purple and yellow forms of the large-flowered 

pansy Viola oreades. The gravelly scree slopes above the path have a 

fantastically colourful flora of brilliant pink Hedysarums, red and yellow eyed 

Androsace lehmanniana, blue Oxytropis meyeri, several Astragaluses, tufted pink 

Androsace albana, patches of white Gypsophila tenuifolia and a superb white 

and violet scree-dwelling candytuft Iberis simplex.  
 

Bonelli’s Warblers and Common Rosefinches are abundant in the forest meadow 

mosaic that surrounds our very nice hotel and stretches almost a kilometre along 

the roadside to the open grasslands. Just metres from the door of the hotel we 

can photograph many-flowered plants of Lilium monadelphum, and higher up we 

can also find the szovitsianum variety, form or species too! Growing with these are 

elegant Aquilegia pontica and steel-blue Delphinium dasycarpum. Siskins, 

Crossbills and Green Warblers, the latter hardly ever out of hearing, accompany us 

through the blaze of colour provided by massed pink thistles, purple and white 

Galegas, the lovely pale pink knapweed Psephellus caucasicus, purple 

Melampyrum caucasicus, blue Asyneuma campanuloides and abundant pink 

Linum hypericifolium. Not for the last time this trip we’ll find plenty of campanulas, 

here undulate-leaved Campanula sarmatica with large mid-blue bells, dark blue-

purple collina, and the large latifolia which is abundant. 
 

We’ll also explore the forest meadow mosaic on the foothills below Lagonaki. 

Butterflies are plentiful with Scotch Argus everywhere as well as Eastern Short-tailed 

Blue, Swallowtails and lots of Esper’s Marbled Whites. Grassy glades have pretty 

purple white-tipped Scutellaria altissima, lots of Dactylorhiza euxina, and a rich 

assortment of bellflowers; white Campanula alliarifolia, capitate Campanula 

trauttvetteri, and spiked Campanula rapunculoides. On dry turf we’ll find 

milkworts, pretty pink Althaeas, Geranium sanguineum, the motherwort Leonurus 

cardiac, and the most brilliantly coloured Pyramidal Orchids imaginable. Hazelnut 

Orchids will probably be over, however under the forest cover we can find 

Greater Butterfly Orchid, Birdsnest Orchids and Yellow Birdsnest. Red-breasted 

Flycatchers and Red-backed Shrikes are common. Open glades are lined with 

Rhododendron luteum and lots of the yellow hollyhock Alcea rugosa. Here are 

Semi-collared Flycatcher and Hawfinch. Goshawks glide swiftly past trees heavy 

with fungi such as Chicken-of-the-Woods. Black Storks inhabit river valleys where 
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we’ll see Hungarian Gliders, Camberwell Beauties and Yellow-legged 

Tortoiseshells. 
 

Day 5  

To Dombai via SAO Observatory 
 

The journey to Dombai is a long one but there is plenty to occupy us along the 

way. We pass through rural villages where every house has its garden filled to 

overflowing with vegetables and fruit trees, the oversoil gas pipes and the fences 

as well as the house styles so distinctively Russian. With wide open skies and 

unspoilt landscapes we can expect to see plenty of birds of prey on our journey. 

There’ll be many Common Buzzards, a few Black Kites, Marsh Harriers, and eagles 

too, with both Steppe Eagle and Lesser Spotted Eagle likely.  
 

By one small town we’ll pass what looks like a stadium. But something looks not 

quite right about it, the lack of seating perhaps? It is the World’s largest radio 

telescope! A road zigzags uphill through lovely forests and cliffs before opening 

out onto a small plateau at around 2100m where the SAO Observatory is sited. 

We’ll be shown round the observatory by one of the Astronomers, they get few 

visitors let alone foreign ones, so you can be sure of a warm and enthusiastic 

welcome! The huge optical telescope we park next to has a six metre base and 

the whole construction weights over 800 tonnes. We’ll see some stunning photos 

and hear about the discoveries they are making. Right under the shadow of the 

giant telescopes we can photograph the pretty yellow 'greenweed' Genista 

suanica, Gentiana djimilensis and many Fragrant and Marsh Orchids. Common 

Redstart and Red-fronted Serins feed in the turf around the magnificent large 

orange heads of Inula grandiflora which attract many Nymphalids and Scotch 

Arguses. 

 

Days 6 – 11 

Dombai – the High Caucasus 
 

A five minute walk from our hotel is a cable car which swiftly raises us over the 

rooftops of Dombai, above the fir forests, over subalpine meadows, and we alight 

fully into the alpine zone at over 3000m. Indeed a smaller chairlift can take one up 

another 150m to the very top of the Musa Achitara ridge. Dombai Ulgun at the 

head of the valley we’ve just risen from is over 4000m and forms part of the main 

central Caucasus ridge which parallels the ridge we are on. The line of peaks 

there all approach 4000m and we can see no less than seven glaciers from where 

we are standing. The views are sensational in all directions. A hundred metre high 

and thirty metre wide 'veiled' waterfall below one of the glaciers is visible to our 

south.  
 

These heights feature numerous small but beautiful flowers. Superabundant 

Campanula biebersteiniana has large blue bells almost bigger than the green 

part of the plant! There’s yellow Anemone speciosa looking not so dissimilar to the 

golden Pulsatilla aurea which carpets the meadows just below the cable car 

station. Groups of deep blue Gentiana djimilensis bloom with pink Pedicularis 
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subrostrata. Neat cushions of Draba bryoides draw the eye along with mats of 

Saxifraga exarata and Saxifraga scleropoda, as well as Eritrichium caucasicum. 

Corydalis alpestris inhabits screes along with the corydalis-like white Dentaria 

bipinnata. Here is a blue spring gentian, Gentiana angulosus, the large pink heads 

of prostrate Kemulariella caucasica, dwarf Lamium tomentosum, cushions of 

Minuartia caucasica and fabulous populations of purple Primula amoena and 

strange pink Potentilla divina. We’ll scan the slopes for West Caucasian Tur, a 

caprid (goat family) endemic to this region. On the 2015 tour we watched two 

Wolves hunting the Tur, and then two Brown Bears walked past... Lammergeiers fly 

past occasionally and Alpine Chough enjoy the very three-dimensional terrain. 

Alpine Accentors are common, so too Black Redstarts, less frequent will be 

sightings of Great Rosefinch, and if we are very lucky, Caucasian Snowcock. 

Along the ridge-top are little gems such as Aethionema rotundifolia, sky-blue 

Gentiana aquatica, Campanula saxifraga, lovely blue Omphalodes lojkae as well 

as the unusual yellow form of Pedicularis nordmanniana. 
 

Perfect specimens of Boletus erythraeus grow by a track leading to a waterfall 

where Primula renifolia might still have some blooms held neatly on the rockface 

amongst brown-red Silene pygmaea, Saxifraga cartilaginea and Saxifraga 

verticillata. The forest in these valleys is a rich hunting ground for those interested in 

fungi and there are several saprophytic plants such as Yellow Birdsnest and 

hundreds of Birdsnest Orchids. Middle-spotted and Black Woodpeckers frequent 

these woodlands and there’s a chance of Pine Marten, though much more likely is 

the Persian Squirrel, which looks very like our own Red Squirrel but without the ear 

tufts. We’ll hear Thrush Nightingale and Golden Oriole, and hope to see them too, 

as we photograph Red Helleborine and tiny Epipactis microphylla.  
 

The subalpine meadows and forests are full of fantastic flora and fauna. Barred 

Warbler, Tree Pipits and Grey Wagtails inhabit streams and willows, the birches are 

home to Common Redstarts and Caucasian Chiffchaffs. Golden Eagles fly 

overhead. Tall forb communities are a speciality of the Caucasus and other 

mountain areas close to the Black and Caspian Seas. It is very diverse and is 

dominated by metre to a metre and a half tall species. Here it is made up of white 

Aconitum orientale, bright blue Aconitum nasutum, impressive Telekia speciosa, a 

pale fawn foxglove Digitalis ciliata, and a metre tall Pedicularis, only discovered in 

the past few years by none other than Pavel, our co-guide! Open meadows are 

festooned with Lilium monadelphum and Lilium kesselringianum. Blue 

Dracocephalum ruyschiana, yellow Anthemis, pink Pyrethrum coccineum, lovely 

Chaemerion dodoneai, yellow Linaria caucasigena, and the local species of 

Jacob's Ladder mix to provide a kaleidoscopic show. It is not perhaps surprising 

that such floral magnificence attracts many butterflies, with Osiris Blue, Amanda's 

Blue and Turquoise Blue catching the eye. Even more brilliant are Scarce Copper 

and the shimmering Balkan Copper. Fritillaries are the most abundant and diverse, 

with Dark Green, Lesser Spotted and the Caucasian Spotted Fritillary, as well as 

False Heath Fritillary and Caucasian Fritillary, Boloria caucasica. The rare Violet 

Copper is a choice butterfly of these habitats. Amongst the by now familiar marsh 

orchids are two new species, Dactylorhiza saccifera and Dactylorhiza urvilleana, 

whilst Swertia iberica was just starting to open its white flowers in the sedge beds. 
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Elegant ‘elephant-trunked’ Rhyncocorys elephas flowers by the track along with a 

most lovely little pansy, Viola x contempta with its white lilac-edged flowers. 

The Mukhu Valley is an extraordinary place. A track takes us gradually up through 

forests and meadows full of flowers and butterflies to a high mountain top 

carpeted in sensational alpines. The lower valley is awash with orchids, wolfsbanes 

and geraniums. There are drifts of orange Rhyncocorys orientalis with neat little 

Delphinium schmallhausenii and the silvery filigree foliage and pink heads of 

Psephellus salvifolius and its greener-leaved relative Psephellus vvedenskyii. The 

tracks are swarming with butterflies, in places hundreds of them are mud-

puddling. Camberwell Beauties, Map Butterflies and both White and Southern 

White Admirals fly along in front of our vehicles as swarms of blues and skippers 

and Scotch Arguses rise from the track surface. On a sunny day there are places 

where more than hundred mixed skippers and blues crowd into just a few square 

inches, and can record more than sixty species in one day. Noteworthy species 

are Freyer’s Fritillary, Marsh Fritillary, Oriental Marbled Skipper, the beautiful 

Chequered Skipper, Large Grizzled Skipper, Loew’s Blue, Reverdin’s Blue, Blue 

Argus and Large Blue. Dark-veined Whites, False Heath and Heath Fritillaries, Osiris 

Blue and Amanda’s Blues are all abundant. 
 

We’ll stop by streams and rocky bluffs where Gypsophila elegans, and two pretty 

peas, Astragalus aureus and Astragalus demetrii decorate the rocks alongside 

impressive clumps of Campanula saxifrage. Marsh Orchids, Doronicum 

oblongifolium and Ligularia semisagittata are by the streams and here we’ll find 

the rare Nordmann’s Apollo.  
 

As we approach the highest areas we’ll look out over a sea of flowers! The huge 

blue bells of Campanula biebersteiniana, held on stems barely longer than the 

flowers, are so thick on the ground they were like a blue grass stretching up the 

slopes. There are patches of yellow where Primula ruprechtii colours the ground, 

sometimes instead the imperial purple Primula amoena. Deeper yellow is provided 

by Anemone speciosa, a choice species, whilst bright shining pink is Pedicularis 

nordmanniana. Another lousewort here is the rarely seen Pedicularis tatiana. The 

variety of colour is quite incredible with deep pink Androsace albana, golden 

Gagea sulfurea, deep pinky-red Pedicularis subrostrata and some rather surprising 

colours such as the yellow Fritillaria collina and a dandelion that challenges our 

thoughts on this plant, the bright pink Taraxacum porphyranthemum. Scattered 

through it all are three different colour forms (cream, bright golden yellow and 

blue) of large-flowered Viola oreades. We’ll reach a beautiful cwm filled with the 

deep emerald Mukhinskoye Lake, snow slopes all around. West Caucasian Tur 

stand sentry on the ridgetop above the Lake and all the while Caucasian 

Snowcock call from the cwm walls. These impressive gamebirds are common 

hereabouts. Here are half a dozen species of Saxifrage in flower on the gravelly 

ground, Corydalis, fine mats of Veronica telephiifolia, yellow Gentiana 

oschtenica in clumps, perfect groups of Gentiana pyrenaica. At our feet are 

Lapland Fritillaries… 
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Day 12 

Gombashi & to St Petersburg 
 

Dominating the scene at Gombashi is a series of sandstone escarpments with 

some impressive cliffs. The views southeast on a clear day (it isn‘t always though!) 

can be fantastic with the huge cone of Mount Elbrus dominating the skyline, at 

5642m very much the highest mountain west of the Himalayas. A road snakes up 

to the base of the cliffs amongst subalpine meadows where the flowers are so 

thick on the ground that there seems hardly room for grasses. Griffon Vultures and 

Egyptian Vultures soar along the escarpment and there are parties of Red-billed 

Choughs. Wallcreepers breed on the cliffs and we might see them singing on 

boulders covered in lovely clump-forming Campanula bellidifolia, a superb 

species with many large blue bells, alongside pretty Astragalus sanguineolentus. 

There’s an abundance of Marsh Orchids, and we’ll look for the spectacular 

brilliant red parasitic Diphelypaea coccinea. Frog Orchids, many hundreds in just a 

few square metres, including dark red-brown forms, bloom with Burnt-tip Orchids 

and Lesser Butterfly Orchids. There are plenty of 'big' flowers. Stachys macranthera 

is here truly spectacular, with blue Dracocephalum and bright orange Inula 

grandiflora as well as tall Asyneumas, some stunning Delphinium flexuosum, and 

foot tall ‘clubs’ of Orobanche grossheimiana. Cliffs near Karacaevsk have a nice 

population of Symphyandra pendula, the leafy clumps beset with large white 

bells, whilst a shaded stream side has the impressive Digitalis grandiflora and Salvia 

canescens. 
 

Then it is just a two hour journey down to the airport. Our flight takes us to St 

Petersburg where we’ll go into the city and spend a night at the Hotel Vera. 

 

Day 13 

Depart St Petersburg 
 

After breakfast we’ll be back to the airport for our flight back to London. Or… 

 

St Petersburg Extension 

 

Days 13 & 14 

St Petersburg 
 

St Petersburg is a beautiful and fascinating city and is worthy of a tour all by itself! 

This extension is your opportunity to see a little of the city, and is non-guided. We’ll 

organise the hotel and the transfer to and from the airport and you can chose 

what you would like to see! Founded in 1703 by Tsar Peter the Great, Saint 

Petersburg was the Imperialist Capital of Russia for almost two hundred years. The 

historic centre of the city is a World Heritage Site. The Hotel Vera is handily situated 

for many of the most important buildings and museums in the city and there’s a 

very good and easy to understand transport system. The staff at the Hotel Vera all 

speak English and are very helpful with advice on how to get to places. You can 

explore the famous main street, the Nevsky Prospekt, the Winter Palace and 

amongst over two hundred museums is the world-famous Hermitage, founded in 
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1764 by Catherine the Great. Gallery upon galleries of old masters are located 

within the sumptuous interior of the Hermitage. Much of the historic architecture of 

the city centre, a mixture of baroque and neoclassical buildings from the 18th and 

19th centuries, has survived. Visits to the Church of the Spilt Blood, Peterhof, the 

Zoological Museum (a must for Mammoth fans!), the Peter and Paul Fortress, the 

Summer Garden, and Saint Isaac’s Cathedral, will keep you busy during your all-

too-short stay! 

 

Day 15 

Depart St Petersburg 
 

After an early breakfast we’ll be back to the airport for our flight back to London. 

 
 

Call 01298 83563 or visit www.greentours.co.uk for the latest trip report from our 

tours to the Russian Caucasus. If you would like to ask about any other aspect of 

this holiday, please call 01298 83563 or email us at enquiries@greentours.co.uk.  

 

To Book a place on this Holiday please fill in the booking form which you can 

download from www.greentours.co.uk (also found in the Greentours brochure) 

and post/fax to Greentours, PO Box 148, Buxton SK17 1BE, UK. Tel/Fax +44 (0)1298 

83563. After booking your place you’ll receive a confirmation letter and a detailed 

information pack will be dispatched twelve weeks prior to departure. Flower and 

bird checklists are available. 
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