IDS Tour of the Pontic Alps in North-East Turkey
22nd to 29th October 2024
Elliot Chandler
After arriving at the tour start point in the city of Trabzon on the Black Sea coast, we set off inland and spent two days exploring the rich, ancient temperate rainforest that clothes the steep north slopes of the Pontic Alps. The average annual rainfall on this side of the mountains is very high, equivalent to or higher than the annual rainfall in western Ireland – thanks to moisture-laden air flowing off the Black Sea. This wet, mild climate supports mixed deciduous-coniferous forests with a diversity of trees such as Fagus orientalis, Carpinus betulus, Picea orientalis, Alnus glutinosa, Castanea sativa and Quercus petraea. There is a dense understorey of shrubs, many of them evergreen, including Rhododendron species like ponticum, ungernii and the deciduous luteum. Ilex colchica, Osmanthus decorus, Prunus laurocerasus, Viburnum orientale and Euonymus latifolius are all abundant shrubs in the deep, damp valleys. At higher elevation we encountered deep snow and bright scarlet bushes of Vaccinium arctostaphylos and tiny Rhamnus microcarpa among stunted trees of Populus tremula and Acer heldreichii subsp. trautvetteri.
We then moved on to the southern slopes of the mountain range on our way toward the Georgian border, this side is much drier and has a mediterranean feel with lots of Cotinus coggygria on the rocky slopes. Many interesting arid-adapted species were seen in the Coruh valley, including Paliurus spina-christi, Fraxinus angustifolia, Acer divergens, Diospyros lotus and large Junipers such as J. foetidissima and oxycedrus. We then stayed three days in the high-altitude region around Şavşat. Despite a blizzard trapping us in the hotel for a day, we still managed to explore the mountain pass of Çam Geçidi and the vast open plain of Ardahan. Here were beautiful forests of Abies nordmanniana and Pinus sylvestris, scrubby woods of Betula pubescens var. litwinowii and Sorbus aucuparia with scattered Juniperus communis var. saxatilis.
On the long drive back to Trabzon we passed through deep gorges with remnant mediterranean flora that included woodlands of Arbutus andrachne, Platanus orientalis, Ficus carica, Pinus pinea and patches of Cistus. On the last day we visited the incredible Sumela Monastery perched on a cliff face at the top of a forested valley. The whole trip was an unforgettable experience and highly educational and enlightening, I am very grateful for the support of the Christopher Lloyd bursary in making this trip possible.
