THE TRANSYLVANIAN ALPS OF ROMANIA

Piatra Craului – Fogaras Mts. – Retyezat Mts. – Transylvanian Basin – Bucegi Mts.

The Carpathians are probably the least known of the great mountain ranges of Europe for the botanical traveller, starting on the Slovak/Polish border and passing through Ukraine, before entering Romania forming a huge curve that encompasses the plateau of Transylvania.  This wall of mountains has often been the boundary between warring powers – e.g. between the Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires.  This was the natural border of Transylvania & Hungary for more than a thousand years. The Transylvanian Alps run east to west from the medieval city of Braşov to the Dacian stronghold of Sarmisegetuza and beyond.  They have been the home of Romanians, Hungarians, Saxons and numerous smaller ethnic groups, as well as the backdrop for some of the more romantic or notorious of Europe’s princes, such as Matthias Corvinus and Vlad Ţepeş (the Impaler).  The Carpathians also provide the habitat for the biggest European populations of large carnivores - Brown Bear, Wolf and Lynx - and support some 35% of all European plant species.  Though lower than the Alps and poorer in endemics, their location as the link between central Europe and the Balkans makes them a prime plant-hunting area and a corridor for the dispersal of plants and animals throughout Europe.
Our trip takes us from the precipitous crags of the Bucegi and Piatra Craiului, with their echoes of the Dolomites through the great barrier of the Făgăraş and the defile of the Olt valley to the more intimate forested hills of Cozia and the rolling steppe-like meadows of the Saxon lands.  The lower and mid-slopes of the Bucegi and Piatra Craiului are clothed in wonderful beech forests with snowbells, willow-leaved gentians and helleborines, with the chance of Spurred Coral-root and Lady’s Slipper, if we are lucky.  Further up spruce and stone pine dominate with Alpine Clematis Clematis alpina, before the limestone pastures of the high mountains, with Globe and Black Vanilla Nigritella nigra orchids, multi-coloured rock gardens holding numerous Carpathian specialities and exquisite endemics like Dianthus callizonus, surrounded by cliff walls with rock-jasmines, eidelweiss and a bewildering variety of saxifrages on the cliffs.  The forests and crags of Cozia support endemic roses, Jove’s-beard and the huge bells of Symphyandra wanneri.  After the drama of the adjacent mountains, the undulating landscape of the Saxon lands may seem comfortable, but traditional agriculture has ensured the survival of a fantastic mix of centreal, eastern and southern elements, including red Echium russicum and blue Iris pumila.  Finally we take in the great mountain wilderness of Retezat with its numerous glacial lakes, where beds of alpenrose are decorated with endemic knapweeds and tufts of Aconitum tauricum.  Not far away are the sub-Mediterranean cliffs and gorges of Domogled, where the Alpine, Central European and Steppic influences give way to those of southern Europe.
INFORMATION
Focus

Flowers and Mountain Scenery – with the bonus of Birds, Butterflies and Mammals

Leaders

Gabor Orban & Owen Mountford

Walking

We will be ambling no more than four miles a day and the pace is always slow, ideally suited to photographers.

Included in the Price

All flights.  Transport, accommodation and all meals in Romania.  Services of your leaders.

Please Note: Drinks, tips and items of a personal nature such as travel insurance, are not included.

Group Size

The minimum is 5 and the maximum is 15.  
DATES & PRICES

Please ask for the actual details.
ROUGH TOUR SUMMARY

Day 1

Fly to Bucharest and transfer to Piatra  Craiului area - 3nights close or at the alpine zone.

Days 2-3

Visiting Piatra Craului, Zarnesti Gorge, Rasnov Gorge

Optional bearwatching in one of the evenings from professional hides.

Days 4-6

Travelling to Fogaras Mts., staying at and discovering the alpine zone – 3nights

Days 7-10
Travelling to Retyezat Mts. and discovering the region – 4nights

If time permits we do a day trip to Domogled Area – Cerna Valley.
Days 11-12
Travel to the Transylvanian Basin, Sibiu/Sighisoara region – 2nights
Days 13-14

Travel to the Bucegi Mts. – 2nights at the alpine zone.

Visiting The Tatarului Gorge, Zanoaga Valley, Pestera region

Day 15

Travel to Bucharest airport and fly to home
DETAILED ITINERARY
Day 1

Fly to Bucharest and transfer to Piatra  Craiului area.  
Days 2-3

Visiting Piatra Craului, Zarnesti Gorge, Rasnov Gorge

Beech and spruce forests, meadows, limestone crags.  Medieval city of Braşov

Optional bearwatching in one of the evenings from professional hides.

Piatra Craiului – Zarnesti Area

The protected area of Piatra Craiului National Park boasts of an extremely diverse geological and microclimatic conditions, thus a fantastic richness of flora and fauna. There is a wide range of completely different habitats from dense forests through bare rocks or alpine and subalpine meadows. All these and the altitude which exceeds 2200m ensure the particularly rich botanical diversity, especially in mountain and alpine flower species, fungi, moss and lichens. The total number of species have been described until now approaching 1200!! This is one third of the total list of species of Romania! More than 1,5% of this 1200 species is listed by the "Red List of superior plants in Romania" as endemic, rare or vulnerable species! Among these species we mention only a few just to wet your appetite:

Dianthus callizonus - Little Pink of Piatra Craiului which is the symbol of the Piatra Craiului Mts. as a local unique endemic, Taxus baccata - Yew Tree, Angelica arhangelica - Angelica, Nigritella nigra - Black Vanilla Orchid,  Nigritella rubra - Red Vanilla Orchid, Papaver alpinum ssp. corona-sancti-stefani - Alpine Poppy; Linaria alpine - Alpine Toadflax, Leontopodium alpinum - Edelweiss, Trollius europaeus - Globeflower, Rhododendron mytifolium, Rhododendron Kotschyi; Gladiolus imbricatus, Gentiana lutea Great Yellow Gentian, Daphne blagayana, Daphne cneorum - Garland Flower, Yellow Wood-violet Viola biflora, Aster alpinus, endemic Campanula carpatica - Carpathian Bellflower and Hepatica transsilvanica, plus Dianthus spiculifolius, Campanula patula - Spreading Bellflower.
During the days we will try to discover all the 3 main different vegetation layers:

1. The mountain level between 650-1500m with beech, fir and spruce forests.
2. The subalpine level between 1500-2100m

3. The alpine level above 2100m

We also explore the Zarnesti Gorge, a spectacular geological phenomenon that divides the limestone mountains on the edge of the Piatra Craiului National Park. The gorge has mixed forest of beech and spruce, plus the flora is quite exceptional. The alpine meadows at the head of the gorge hold an especially rich flora, including close to 50 species of Orchids!!! Here is a list of Orchid species we found on our last tour:
Anacamptis pyramidalis Pyramidal orchid, Cephalantera rubra Red Helleborine, Dactylorhiza cordigera Heart-shaped marsh orchid, Dactylorhiza maculata Heath-spotted orchid, Dactylorhiza majalis Broad-leaved marsh orchid ssp alpestris, Epipactis phyllantis, Gymnadenia conopsea Fragrant orchid, Listera ovata Common twayblade, Orchis coriophora Bug orchid, Orchis morio Green-winged orchid, Orchis ustulata Burnt orchid, Neotia nidus-avis Birds’ nest orchid, Platanthera bifolia Lesser butterfly orchid, Traunsteinera globosa Pink globe orchid.
It is really hard to make a list about all the interesting species, so we just mention a couple of others as an example: Gentiana utriculosa Bladder Gentian, Gentianella germanica "Chiltern" gentian, Persicaria vivapara Alpine bistort and Cortusa matthiola Alpine Bell.
Days 4-6

Travelling to Fagaras Mts., staying at and discovering the alpine zone – 3nights

Not too far from our first base the Southern Carpathians continues in the Fagaras Mts. This is surely one of the most spectacular towering masses of mountain chains in the region with splended postcard views of rocky slopes, dotted with small, crystal-clear alpine lakes with fine subalpine and alpine meadows around.

We will have our accommodation absolutely on site in a mountain chalet built on a lake surrounded by the U-shaped valley formed by glacial erosion. Chamois, mormots are around for the sharp-eyed observers, with an outside chance for even Wolf and/or Brown Bear.  Golden Eagle, Water Pipit and even Wallcreeper is possible. When we drive up we cross many vegetation levels when finally leaving the deciduous and evergreen forests we will fing the first Pinus mugo Dwarf mountain pine. Later on we will fing more and more subalpine and alpine botanical treasures such as Homogyne alpine Alpine colt's-foot, Arabis alpina Alpine rock-cress, Erophila sp Whitlow grass, Silene acaulis Moss campion.

Primulaceae will be represented by Primula minima Least primrose, the endemic Soldenella carpatica Carpathian Snowbell), Soldenella hungarica Hungarian snowbell and Soldenella pusilla Dwarf snowbell. Other interesting species to look for include Ranunculus alpestris Alpine buttercup, Aquilegia transsilvanica Transylvanian Columbine, Geum montanum Alpine avens, Potentilla crantzii Alpine cinquefoil, Campanula alpine Alpine Bellflower, Listera ovata Common Twayblade, Gentiana punctata Spotted Gentian,  Viola biflora Yellow wood violet, Lloydia serotina Snowdon lily and Armeria maritima alpine Alpine Thrift. Chrysospleniun alternifolium Alternate-leaved Golden saxifrage and Saxigraga oppositifolium Purple saxifrage is also on the list.
Days 7-10

Travelling to Retezat Mts. and discovering the region – 4nights

If time permits we do a day trip to Domogled Area – Cerna Valley.

The Retezat Mountain is another safe heaven for a vast amount of plants, indeed more than 1/3 of the Romanian flora can be found here. Among them there are 41 endemic plants. Most of the area is protected by the first National Park in Romania, named after the Retezat Mountain. Actually the main reason was to designate Retezat as a National Park to protect the uniquely rich alpine flora. As we travel from lower elevation to higher we witness the vegetation change. In the mountain area, long, steep slopes are covered with different types of forest, especially beech, spruce and fir, with birch as pioneer species. The tree-line can go up close to 2000m. At the sub-alpine level, slopes shaped by ice are often protected by a dense layer of dwarf pine. Some areas are decorated by Rhododendron Kotschy, while the higher peaks of the alpine zone are covered in scree and stones. Some of the alpine species are quite rare such as the endemic Draba dornerii - Whitlow-grass, Nigritella rubra - Black vanilla orchid, Dianthus glacialis – Alpine Pink, Pedicularis exaltata –Lousewort with no English name, Primula minima –Least primrose, Primula farinose - Bird’s eye primrose, Astragalus australis - Richardson's milkvetch, Erigeron acer - Blue fleabane, Erigeron alpinus - Alpine fleabane, Artemisia campestris – Tall Wormwood or Field sagewort. Retezat National Park is also a very important genetic center for two mountain plant genus: Hieracium and Poa.

On one of the days if the group is interested we might do a day tour to the Domogled Area – Valea Cernei. This is a detour to the South where there is a strong Pannon-Illyric influence, so we can study sub-Mediterranean vegetation. Special species which can be found here: Vicia truncatula,  Tragopogon balcanicus, Cerastium banaticum, Lamium bithynicum. On the limestone surfaces there are numerous endemic species, such as Linum uninerve, Primula aurica ssp. serratifolia, Hypericum rochelii, Dianthus giganteus. 
From the more then 100 Mediterranean  species we mention Aristolochia pallida and Seseli rigidum. Locally common species are Nigritella nigra, Trollius europaeus, Rhododendron kotschyi, Iris graminea and Crocus moesiacus. Among the non-flowering plants we have to mention Lycopodium selago, Lycopodium annotinum, Leucobryum glaucum, Cladonia fimbriata, C.f.var.simplex, C.chlorophaea and C.ch.f.costata.
Days 11-12

Travel to the Transylvanian Basin – 2nights

After the Retyezat Mts. the rolling steppe-like meadows of the Saxon lands at the historical Sibiu-Sighişoara region may seem very different. We will try to find some flower-rich meadows at this undulating landscape where traditional agriculture has ensured the survival of a fantastic mix of centreal, eastern and southern elements, including red Echium russicum and blue Iris pumila. 

Almost each  settlement has a unique cultural, historical building: Saxon fortress-churches, Hungarian-Secler gates and village houses, medieval city centers, so if we want a cultural detour it won’t be hard to find attractions!
Interesting recent news that The Prince of Wales has bought and restored recently two properties in the Saxon villages of Viscri, Transylvania in Romania to encourage sustainable tourism in the economically deprived region.

Days 13-14

Travel to the Bucegi Mts. – 2nights at the alpine zone.

Visiting The Tatarului Gorge, Zanoaga Valley, Pestera region

Finally we return to the mountains South of Brassov, this time to the Bucegi Mts. Here we have our accommodation at the subalpine region where the meadows and wide range of habitats are protected by the Bucegi National Park. From beech forests through spruce woods till up to breath-taking alpine meadows there will be many areas to check out. No wonder that there is such a great variety of different species! Among the many attractive ones we will look for Saxifraga corymbosa, Campanula transsilvanica, Digitalis grandiflora - Large Yellow Foxglove, Pedicularis verticillata - Whorled Lousewort, Veratrum album - White Hellebore, Artemisia petrosa, Gentiana verna - Spring Gentian, Primula minima - Least Primrose and Senecio integrifolius. Beside the fantastic wildflower species we definitely will enjoy the unrivalled panoramic view as well!
Day 15
Travel to Bucharest airport & fly home







































