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Intro ction for the interpreterdu

Interpretation is an interactive activity and specialized technique for management of 

nature parks, reserves and other protected areas. Most often it is performed by an 

interpreter who is also a guide and accompanies the visitors offering them a related 

thematic story, some interactive activities and issues for reflection on the protection 

of our natural and cultural heritage. Along with the development of tourism, the 

number of people who want to see and learn something authentic about the most 

precious and beautiful sites along the Black Sea coast is growing. This edition aims to 

enrich the knowledge and provoke the creative imagination of experts and 

interpreters.

What is interpretation?

Interpretation is an explanation of the natural, cultural or historic values attached to 

interesting places. It enables visitors to gain insight and understanding about the 

reasons for protection of our heritage.

Interpretation is all about helping people appreciate something that you feel is 

unique and deserves to be treasured. Interpretation can refer to a place or:

lan area of countryside
la rock formation
la natural habitat 
lplant or animal species 
lan aspect of traditional culture 
la historical event or period 
lan activity, for example fishing.

Information and interpretation

Where information provides facts, interpretation provides a story. All interpretation 

includes information and is based on sound knowledge of factual information. Good 

interpretation however takes facts and puts them into context, explains and expands 

their meaning, and weaves them into stories. 

Information: The shore at Kaliakra and Yailata is made of well pronounced Karst 

limestone cliffs from the middle Sarmatian period.

Interpretation: The cliffs of Kaliakra and Yailata are formed as a result of 

sedimentation of organic material from the shells and skeletons of marine organisms 

that lived in the ancient Sarmatian Sea 11―12 million years ago. After the destruction 

of the organisms their remains fell to the bottom and accumulated there, and later 

when covered with a thick layer of more recent sediments, they were sealed and 

welded together to form calcareous rocks. The greater and more prolonged the 

compaction, the smaller numbers of individual shells can be discerned. In the coastal 

cliffs that descend steeply to the sea from a great height, there are many caves and 

deep cavities formed by flowing water.

What are the benefits from interpretation for visitors
Why spend your precious leisure time reading panels or on a guided walk to spot 

Dalmatian Pelicans? Visitors participate in interpretive activities for lots of reasons. 

Learning more about a place and its features can be stimulating and interesting and 

help make you feel good. It can:  
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l

ladd depth to the experience of places;
lentertain;
lprovide insight and add meaning;
lheighten sensory awareness;
linspire;
lmake the unfamiliar familiar;
lbe an opportunity to meet and talk with experts;
lhelp you meet other people who share your interests;
lbe a good activity on holiday or school trips;
lmake you want to return to the site again.

Interpretation also provides deeper less tangible benefits to individuals and to 

society. The underlying human desire for meaning and connections to communities and 

places underpins interpretation work. Identifying with unique places and culture helps 

people develop a personal and collective sense of being and value.

Principles of interpretation

lEnjoyable
lRelevant
lOrganised
lThematic
lReaching visitors through different learning styles

Enjoyable

To hold people’s attention any form of communication has to entertain to some 

degree. Some of the following approaches can help make your tour more enjoyable for 

visitors: 

Provide means of interaction 

Keep people actively involved in the tour to make it more fun for them and you. 

Engage as many of their senses as possible. Ask questions or organise group discussions 

to make people form their own opinions and share them. Demonstrations and activities 

also stimulate people to interact with the environment and each other.

satisfy curiosity and thirst for knowledge;
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Vary your style

Changing the tone and volume of your voice can dramatically increase the effect of 

your words on the listeners. Silence, used at the right moment, can be very powerful 

too. It may help you emphasise the importance of something you just stated or help 

build suspense.

Embrace the unexpected

If something unplanned occurs, like a sudden storm, make use of the opportunity it 

provides and talk about it. For example, how local people using traditional clothing 

dealt with such conditions. If a small lizard passes by while you are talking about 

something different, don't be afraid to change your focus to it. Try to catch the 

opportunities that nature provides sometimes.

Relevant

If visitors can relate to what they see this may help them establish a personal 

connection to the place. When visitors can establish a link between new information 

and something they already know or have experienced, then it is more easily 

understood and may leave a lasting impression.

Use comparisons

Comparisons can highlight differences and similarities. This allows people to form 

connections to new places, animals, plants, landforms and local traditions by seeing 

them in relation to what they know.

Know your audience 

Find out where visitors come from, learn their names, if possible and find out their 

level of knowledge on your topic. If someone is already very well informed you can try 

to include them and encourage them to share their knowledge with the group.

Avoid technical terms

Scientific language and complex terms do not bring a clear message to an audience 

without previous knowledge on the topic. Use analogies and comparisons to explain 

things your audience is not familiar with.  

Organised

Information has to be presented in a logical order to be understood easily.

Objectives

If you know what you are trying to achieve, then it is easier to reach the end. Think 

about why you are running this tour and what you would like your audience to learn 

and experience during the tour. This will help you formulate objectives and will 

provide the framework and themes to build your task or tours around.
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Planning

Plan the structure of the tour. A helpful approach is to follow the structure of a story 

with a beginning, middle part and end. This can be put to a draft or outline of the 

main facts. Make sure you have researched your topic well and can include stories 

about places and people that give liveliness to the story without too many terms, 

dates and figures. Check that your ideas and topics form an interrupted storyline. 

Then they will make sense to the audience too.

Thematic

People may quickly forget facts and figures but they will remember elements of a 

presentation based on a theme. A theme is the main message of the story you are 

telling. Themes provoke visitors to think and wonder, and these are first steps to 

changes in attitudes and behaviour. The theme contains the message you would like 

people to go away with and provides the thread for linking the presented information 

in a meaningful way. A theme is usually expressed in a sentence and has an element of 

action. To create themes for your topics, ask yourself, “So what?” about your topic.

Topic: Sea cliffs

Theme: Sea cliffs can reveal past changes in sea level.

Topic: Old trees

Theme: Old trees are home for many creatures and are vital for a stable forest 

ecosystem.

Learning styles

People process information and learn in different ways. Probably the most popular 

approach is to rely on visual information. This includes text, graphics, art, maps, 

sculpture or video. Another common way of acquiring knowledge is through sounds, 

speech, music and songs. Action, movement and touch enrich the senses and may 

leave a lasting impression on visitors. Finally, the establishment of emotional 

connections can change attitudes and enrich the experience of visiting a place.

Our own learning preferences influence the way we present information and 

interpret facts. We often communicate information the way we like to receive it. To 

reach a diverse audience use different interpretation approaches based on a variety of 

8



learning styles. Learning continues long after the visit. That's why a story about the 

place should intensify a visitor's experience and trigger reaction and participation. 

Personal interpretation

ltechniques  

ldelivery skills

ldistractions and emergencies ― dealing with them 

lprops / materials

ldrama

lassociates and partners

Personal interpretation techniques

Meet and greet

Make a brief introduction then allow visitors to make their own way through a site. 

This is an effective way to make contact with a large group for a short time.

Guided tours by foot or vehicle

Guiding provides an opportunity to visit remote or less accessible places, see wildlife, 

or view landscapes in a different light. Tours can be easily tailored to different 

audiences with general or special interests.

Talks or presentations

They can be delivered at a scheduled time and place or can take place informally, 

such as a talk at an entry point to a site or at remarkable points of interest.

Open days and events

This can be a cost-effective way to reach bigger audiences. Good planning and 

promotion is essential to attract people.

Volunteer programmes

Mix active conservation work with interpretation to provide a deeper more meaningful 

experience. Include time on volunteer programmes for interpretative talks.

Seasonal programmes

On many sites summer programmes can be specially tailored for different audiences. 

Interpretation can be provided on short guided walks, river trips or special tours. The 

activities can be effective and memorable for those involved when you take into 

account their interests, background and way of learning. A few tourism operators are 

interpretation focused, for instance on culture trips, some include interpretation as an 

item in their programme, while others focus just on an activity.
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Delivery skills

Body

First impressions are important. Wear clean and tidy clothes. Don't forget a name 

badge and hat for the sun. Smile to help everyone relax and feel welcome.

Think about your posture and body language. Stand solid and firm to show confidence 

and competence. Avoid playing with objects, such as pens and keys.

Use natural gestures and always face your group.

Voice

Speak with enthusiasm and passion.

Vary tone and rhythm. Remember to pause for emphasis, to collect your thoughts, to 

let your story be absorbed or to indicate a change in topic.

Replace “um” and “ah” with a pause.

 

Language

Use simple language and speak clearly with short sentences. 

Avoid scientific and technical jargon ― it turns visitors off. 

Create images in people’s minds

Use humour. If your audience is laughing then everyone is relaxed. Make jokes or 

stories relevant to your subject.

Use silence for impact and focus.

Analyse your performance ― what worked best, what did visitors really like? Ask 

for feedback. Practice your presentation delivery on other colleagues and prepare 

variations for different audiences and group sizes.

Answering questions

Buy time to answer to audience questions or remarks: rephrase the question, 

acknowledge the point, ask for clarification, ask for an example, agree.

Develop your own style

Enthusiasm is the most highly valued attribute interpreters can have. Credibility and 

professionalism are also appreciated. While a sense of humour always helps relate to a 

visitor, don’t force humour if it doesn't come naturally.

Managing large groups

Determine a maximum size to suit the talk and site; eight to twelve is often optimum 

but this would be determined by the number of interpreters involved ― 30 people is a 

good maximum for 4 interpreters.

Stay at the front and appoint someone to bring up the rear. Allow time to deal 

with obstacles. Talk to your group once everyone has arrived. Be visible and audible at 

all times, stand above your group if necessary, and project your voice to the person at 

the back. Provide children with tasks or games along the route and periodically count 

your group ― safety first!
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Talks

If your talk is longer than 30 minutes (the average adult attention span) take a break. 

Have good images. Few talks are effective without visual aids. Use sound to maintain 

interest and attention. Present in a pleasant setting free of other distractions.

Distraction and emergencies

Distractions can come in many forms: a crying baby, a loud talker in the back of the 

group or an overly energetic child. Sometimes you can anticipate a problem and 

prevent it before it comes disruptive. Ask the hyperactive child to assist in a task, such 

as counting the number of people in the group or lead a song during a walk between 

two points. Invite the loud visitors to come closer, so they can “see well”. Deal with 

distractions in a professional manner; don't let them ruin the experience for the 

majority of the visitors.

Accidents and emergencies do happen and they will test your efficiency. 

Preparation and contingency planning is the best approach to dealing with such 

situations. If someone becomes ill or injured during a visit you have to major 

responsibilities: assist the injured and direct the rest of the group.

Props

Every visitor's centre, museum or a protected area office is full of potential props. 

Props explain things, gain attention and engage a group. People respond to familiar 

objects used in innovative ways.

Involve different senses with props ― smell, noise and touch. Pass around a 

sample of a smelly leaf or twig, feel the touch of a local bird feather. Use a whistle to 

imitate an animal's call.

Try using historic artefacts as they were originally. Lifting or using a tool for a 

minute can give an insight into people's life in times past. Props can also be distracting 

and you can lose visitors' attention when it is their turn to have a go. When passing a 

prop around, stay on the topic until visitors have finished with it then put it away.

Possible props are: skins, skeletons, pressed plants, rocks, artefacts, tools, 

replicas, costumes, equipment, traps, laminated photos and sketches, models, books, 

music, instruments etc.
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Drama

Dramatisation of a history related to an event or period is a popular technique which 

takes visitors to another time. Theatrical skills are required to make this 

interpretation work well – interpreters need to stay in role at all times and be 

historically accurate. Tours of buildings and historic sites benefit from personalised 

stories or a political context to bring the architectural forms and features to life.

Costumed guides who do not play a part are not limited to staying in character. 

The costume is part of the story and provides context. Costumed guides can be very 

successful in folklore demonstrations and small theatrical sketches for children.

Demonstrations of performing arts – music and theatre events, often take place 

in outdoor sites and sometimes draw on the site for the story line.

Non-costumed guides can render no less successfully historical interpretation.

Costumes and characterisation are not essential to create great interpretation. 

Once the theme has been established, the story can become more specific as points of 

interest are reached.

Associates and partners

The work with volunteers and school education is integral to achieving the long term 

conservation and social benefit aims of interpretation. Partners in this process can be 

tour operators, environmental organizations, government agencies, local authorities 

and communities. If interpretation activities are on the public events calendar and the 

programmes for volunteer, conservation and educational activities, this is definitely a 

sign of success.

The following chapters of the publication present material for four interpretive 

routes on the Bulgarian Black Sea coast.
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Coastal Dobrudja ― steppe landscape and ancient history

Interpretive route №1 “Yailata”

T

 

Two of the routes in the guidebook are located in Coastal Dobrudja in close proximity 

to each other. They reveal the beauty of the wild steppe landscape and the sea, a 

magnificent backdrop to the rich ancient history of these lands.

he area of Yailata is located on 1.5 km to the southwest of village of Kamen bryag 

village. It is a terrace situated between the plateau of Dobrudja and the seashore 

― 1300 m long and 300―400 m wide, covered with peonies, figs, wild vines, nuts and 

herbs. The area is an attractive seaside place that has rich archaeological findings 

located among the unique wild nature having the sea as a background.

Type of the route: Combined ― bicycle and foot; by car and on foot.

Visiting area: Archaeological reserve “Yailata” and protected area “Yailata”.

Location: 18 km from Kavarna and 12 km from the village of Bulgarevo. Turn right 

from the road right before the village of Kamen bryag. You can reach the place by 

private and public transportation. More details you can get at the Visitor's center  

“Kaliakra” in the village of Bulgarevo and the Information center in the village of 

Kamen bryag. In the summertime the site is served by the Historical Museum of 

Kavarna.

The route is suitable for all ages and individual and group visitors. Strongly 

impressive because of its natural beauty and archaeological sites it is one of the most 

popular tourist destinations in Bulgaria.

Length of the route: from 1.5 up to 3 hours. The walk envisages frequent stops 

and beautiful panoramic views. It is a round route but also there can be a shorter one 

if the return is made at the starting point and there is a longer one as well. 

Season: Almost all year round but it is not recommended to visit the place if 

there is a snow or strong winds. The best period for visits is from April to October.

Equipment: standard touristic equipment for walking, tourist boots, water and 

sunscreen, sunglasses and hat when sunny. 

It is dangerous to lean over the edge of the cliffs and it is forbidden to climb 

down some of the rock dwellings without a proper equipment and a guide.

In Table at page 16 three types of sample interpretative topics on the 

biodiversity, geological diversity and cultural and historical heritage are presented 

directly or indirectly connected with the objects along the route and regional 

specifics. Many topics for interpretation can be developed based on them.

Information that can be used by the interpreter for the other routes is available 

at: www.trails.bsnn.org/materials.html 
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Legend Description of the route

P

Rock Church of St. St. Constantine and Elena

500 m

Black Sea

Bulgarevo

Kaliakra

YailataSv. Nikola

Kamen Bryag

Rusalka

Bolata area

chapel
panoramic view

fortress ruins

parking place

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1. Entrance
2. Rock tombs and temple
3. View to the Little and Great Yaila
4. Coastal terrace
5. Cave dwelling
6. Rocks with strange shapes
7. Ancient fortress
8. Bird life of the Great Yaila
9. Rock dwellings

10. Winery

11. Steppe vegetation
12. Field of peonies
13. Rock dwellings 2
14. Animals of the steppe
15. Road in the woods
16. Climb to the plateau
17. Rock church
18. Via Pontica
19. Panoramic view
20. In the fields
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№ Name Location Thematic direction of the interpretation

Biodiversity Geodiversity,
natural history,
geology

Cultural and
historical
heritage

1 Meeting point ― meeting 
and introduction

Entrance Archaeological 
reserve Yailata

2 Rock tombs and temple 
complex 

Rock tombs 
and temple

Rock tombs and 
temple

3 View point View to the 
Little and 
Great Yaila

The Black 
Sea 
dolphins 

The Black Sea

4 Sea legends Coastal 
terrace 

The coastal terrace The legend for 
Ovid 

5 Ancient inhabitants Cave 
dwelling

Cave dwelling

6 Rock formations Rocks with 
strange 
shapes

Rocks with strange 
shapes

7 To the fortress Ancient 
fortress

The ancient 
fortress wall ― 
the story of the 
fortress

8 The birdlife of the Great 
Yaila

The birdlife 
of the Great 
Yaila

Birds on the 
rocks

9 Unusual dwellings Rock 
dwellings 

Rock dwellings 1

10 The traditions of the 
Thracians 

The winery The Thracian 
winery

11 The steppe Steppe 
vegetation 

The steppe 
endangered 
habitat
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Geodiversity, 
natural history, geology

№ Name Location Thematic direction of the interpretation

Biodiversity Geodiversity,
natural history,
geology

Cultural and
historical
heritage

12 The flowers of the steppe Field of 
peonies

The flowers of 
the steppe 

13 Coastal relief Rock 
dwellings 2

Changes in the 
coastal relief 

Was there a port 
to Yailata

14 Rare and endangered 
species

Animals of 
the steppe

Rare animals- 
the steppe 
polecat,  the 
Dobrudja 
hamster 

15 Birds of the steppe Road in the 
woods

Birds of the 
steppe

16 Wildlife protection Climb to the 
plateau

Wildlife 
protection

17 Rock church Rock church 
“St.St. 
Constantine 
and Helena”

Rock church 
“St.St. 
Constantine and 
Helena”

18 The unusual road Via Pontica The black 
headed 
bunting, 
the Eastern 
olivaceous 
warbler

Via Pontica

19 Geographical peculiarities Panoramic 
view  

Panoramic view ― 
geographical 
peculiarities

 

20 Perspectives for 
development 

In the fields Local way of life 
and livelihood 

Cultural and historical 
heritage

Biodeversity

LEGEND
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The Black Sea  

The Black Sea is closed intercontinental water basin, part of the Mediterranean sea 

basin to which it connects through the Marmara sea. It is located between the 

continents of Europe and Asia and it has 6 littoral countries: Bulgaria, Georgia, 

Romania, Russia, Turkey and Ukraine. Over 16 million people live on the Black Sea 

seaside. 

The Black sea is almost isolated from the World Ocean but it depth reaches 2 212 

m and it has a catchment over 2 mln sq. km. The only connection with the World 

Ocean is through the Bosphorus ― a natural 35 km long strait, whose depth at some 

points reaches only 40 m. The Strait of Kerch connects the smaller water basin – the 

Azov Sea with the Black Sea. The Black Sea covers a surface of 422 000 sq. km. Every 

year in the Black Sea 350 cubic metres of sweet water coming from the rivers flows 

from a territory occupying almost one third of the continental Europe and covering 

substantial parts of seventeen states. The second, third and fourth European rivers 

(the Danube, Dnieper and Don) are flowing into the Black Sea. The Black Sea has a 

positive sweet water balance which means that more sweet water flows into the sea 

from the rivers and rains than evaporates.

The Black Sea fills a depression, situated between the Balkan mountain, the 

Caucuses and the Asia Minor. It was formed 15 million years ago in the process of 

active mountain formation when the ancient ocean Thetis was separated in several 

seas — the Black, Azov, Aral and Caspian Sea.

Archaeological reserve and protected area Yailata 

The archaeological reserve Yailata established in 1989 is a unique place.  Here you can 

find a cave „town“ with more than hundred rock dwellings. The stone tools that have 

been found testify that there was settlement dating from the 5th millennium BC. From 

the Antiquity a temple, sacrificial stones, wineries, four necropolises consisting of rock 

tombs dug into the massive rock are preserved. Well protected and partially 

reconstructed is the Byzantine fortress dating back to the 5―6th century. Part of her 

walls rise above the ground. In the Middle Ages the caves were used as a monastery. 

On some of the walls Proto-Bulgarian symbols can be found –runes, crosses and stone 

icons. The route is following the path that is approved and opened for visitors from 

the very establishment of the archaeological reserve.

The picturesque area of Yailata is a seaside terrace surrounded by the plateau of 

Dobrudja and the sea. The steppe and the vertical rock beaches are very impressive. 

In 1987 in order to protect them Yailata has been granted the status of a protected 

area covering a surface of 45.3 ha. There are habitats of the Balkan peony. The rocks 

have been populated with hood (Aristotle) cormorant, the owl, blue-bellied roller, 

hoopoe, wheatears. The pastures are voiced by the songs of the larks (Calandra, 

greater short-toed, skylark, crested) and corn bunting, and black headed bunting, the 

red-backed shrike, Eastern Olivaceous Warbler, etc. in the bushes. The area also is of 

great importance for the protection of the rare for Europe steppe polecat, marbled 

polecat and Dobrudja hamster. The territory is part of the protected areas established 

under the Bird Directive and Habitats Directive under the European environmental 

network Natura 2000. 
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The rock tombs, temple 

In the area of Yailata between the cape Kaliakra and the village of Tyulenovo over 130 

tombs combined in several necropolises are found. The archaeologists divide them into 

four major groups according to the complexity of the construction and the elaboration 

of the workmanship. The most precisely elaborated facilities are with an antechamber 

which serves as a staircase from which there is an entrance to a well-shaped tomb 

chambers with additionally shaped niches, grooves and stone bed. In one of the tombs 

a cut relief with a bullhead was found. The inventory of ceramic pottery dates back to 
ththe 3―5  century, and their orientation shows that they can be traced back to the 

thperiod before the Christianization of the Black Sea seaside from the 4  century.

Another interesting object in the area is the stone cut temple ― well shaped 

rocks in a form of stairs with a specific orientation against the sun used for performing 

pagan religious rituals. It is located in the southeastern part of the village of Kamen 

bryag and is placed over a relief promontory, from which there is a beautiful 

panoramic view to the sea.

The main axis of the temple s facing the point of the winter solstice and this is 
thone of reasons to date it app. to the 6―5  century BC. Taking into account the size of 

the facilities besides for the collection of blood of the sacrificial animal some 

handmade holes in the sanctuaries most probably served for collection of rain water. 

The water was used for religious purposes and most probably was identified with some 

of the gods of the natural forces such as the Asia Minor gods of storm.

Cave dwelling 

In Yailata a whole cave “town” with wide man-shaped caves can be found. Тhere are 

single carefully shaped caves with flat walls and ceilings which were further isolated 

with wooden partitions. In the area of the Great Yaila 101 caves are mapped. They are 

located on several tiers in the coastal terraces and used for millennia. The earliest 

archaeological findings in the area date back to the VI millennium BC. Subsequently, 

the rock dwellings were inhabited by the Thracians. The last to use them were 

probably monks in the late Middle Ages. There is a cave dwelling at the beginning of 

the route. Besides its walls and ceilings shaped by human hand it is unique with the 

niches where the birds are nesting as wells as with the vent. It is around 50 cm and 

has regular oval shape which has served for natural ventilation and venting the smoke 

from the fire lit in the room.
18



The legend for Ovid 

A legend from the Antiquity tells about the last years of the life of the great Roman 

poet Ovid in Yailata. The famous author of „Metamorphoses “ was born in 43 BC in the 

town of Sulmo located 12o km from Rome in an important family.

Well educated he renounced law to pursue poetry.  Ovid became popular at the 

time of his first works  “Amores” but “Ars Amatoria” made him really famous. The 

latter was considered subversive to the Emperor Augustus moral legislation and power. 

That was the suggested reason behind the exile of Ovid but the real reason is still not 

known.

In 7 AD Ovid was expelled and sent by ship to one of the furthermost places of 

the Roman Empire ― the port of Tomis (Constanta) in the province of Dacia. The travel 

lasted for months and had negative impact over Ovid. He was feeling desolated 

between Getae and Sarmatian tribes, had difficulties in communication, experienced 

hard climate conditions ― snowy winters and frozen sea in the Dobrudja region. He 

lacked books and experienced exhausting diseases. When the war loving neighbors 

attacked the town, Ovid also carried a weapon in order to protect his life.

The ten-year exile in Dobrudja produced the poetry collections titled Tristia ― 5 

books, and Epistulae ex Ponto ― 4 books, illustrating Ovid’s sadness and nostalgia.

After some time of suffering Ovid was forced to leave Tomis. With a help of his 

companions he boarded a ship and left the town. The winds and the seaflows brought 

him to the beautiful bay of Yailata. Stunned by the beauty, the mystery and the mystic 

of the place he found shelter in the rock dwellings where he was hiding till his death 

(17 or 18 AD). 

The ancient fortress wall ― the story of the fortress 
thThe fortress wall was probably built by the Emperor Anastasius in the end of the 5  

thcentury and the beginning of the 6  century as a part of the fortification facilities of 

the province of Scythia Minor used for protection against Barbarian tribes coming from 
thnorth. It existed till the beginning of 7  century.The fortress wall covered an area 

around 0.04―0.05 ha only to the west and south since to the east and the north there 

are 20 m high steep slopes descending to the sea. On the western wall there are four 

smaller solid towers. On the east end of the shorter southern fortress wall the gate to 
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the fortress is located, belonging to the well known type of tower gates. Two 

perpendicular to the wall parallel to it wall shape the rectangular entrance. Above it a 

tower was built to protect the gate and the access to it. Similar constructions can be 

found in other places in Bulgaria as well. The inner surface of the wall is made of big 

quardras (blocks), closely fitting to each other to shape an extremely flat surface. The 

findings of elements of ceramic pots and amphorae and some household objects — 

knives, vertebrae for spindle, weights of fishing net, skims, as well as bronze filigree 
thbuckle with engraved human face — can be dated back to the 5-6  century. In the 

burned ruins of the fortress wall a coin was found dating from the time of Justin II and 

Sofia (565―578), that indicates that possibly the final demolition of the fortress can be 
thtraced back to the 6―7  century. 

The Thracian winery 

A wine making facility from the late Antiquity has been discovered and described in 

the Yailata area. The wineries dating from this period are stone vats in which the 

locally cultivated grapes were placed and pressed either by treading barefoot or by a 

wooden press. The must was collected in the conserved part of the winery and then 

lead to fermentation vessels through a special spout.

A natural habitat of wild vines exists in the vicinity and thus the presence of wine 

making facilities is logical. 

An interesting fact is that the winery is identical in form with the sacrificial 

stones in the area and her flat bottom covered with pink plaster can be dated back to 

the IV―VI century AD. A logical explanation can be provided about the function of the 

facility, while it is harder to prove that the sacrificial stones having in mind their 

shape were used for wineries or were build in the late Antiquity for that purpose. 

These older monuments of megalithic culture reflect the Thracian reverence for rocks 

and imply that they had a local cult center here.
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Rock church “St. St. Constantine and Helena”

The rock church is located in the western part of the archaeological reserve. It is 

located in a cave with 3 compartments the innermost with a vent. On the walls 

numerous crosses and Proto-Bulgarian runes are carved. Close to the icon of St. St. 

Constantine and Helena the most famous Bulgarian symbol can be seen ― the rune 

“IYI”. The cave was used as a church most probably in the early Middle Ages. By old 

tradition the local people used celebrate the day of St.St. Constantine and Helena 

there. The local population used the rock church till 2004 when in the village the first 

Orthodox church named after the local patron saints was erected.

The cave used to be inhabited. Most recent information on the use date back to 

the late Middle Ages when most probably it was populated with monks.

Local way of life and livelihood, the village of Kamen bryag

Unlike the numerous evidences of life in the area during the Antiquity, the data on the 

newer history of the village of Kamen bryag is not full. The name derives from the 

lonely rock in front of the Little Yaila, symbolizing the place and the stone shore that 
thspreads for kilometers. The Bulgarians came in the area in the 19  century from the 

region around the towns of Elena and Kotel in the Balkan mountain. Another part of 

the locals are descendants of migrants from Romania from the 1940s as a result of the 

Kraiova agreement. As in the most of the villages in the region the old population 

before the migration of the Bulgarians from the mountains belongs to the ethnographic 

group of the Gagauz. Among the most wide spread hypothesis about the origin of this 

ethnic group is that they are direct descendants of the Khan Asparuh’s Proto-

Bulgarians. The main occupation of the local people in Kamen bryag and the villages 

around it are the agriculture, fishing and tourism.

Geological phenomenon of the coastal terrace 

The seashore in the area of Kaliakra and Yailata is cliffy with high vertical rocks from 

5-6 m high in the village of Tyulenovo up to 65 m high in cape Kaliakra. The area is 

part of the vast hilly region of Ludogorie — Dobrudja which covers the Black Sea 

plateaus and lowlands. The rocks of Kaliakra and Yailata are mainly sedimentary, 

formed from the skeletons of extinct organisms that lived in the ancient sea million 

years ago that later turned into large limestone fossil complexes that change with the 

time.
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The sea water is in constant motion. The constantly changing seashore either 

comes to the land or pulls back to the water. If the shores are steep the destructive 

power of the waves dominates. The destruction of the shore is caused by the surf, and 

its greatest power is in the base of the steep shores. The waves are digging niches and 

when the eroded rocks cannot support its own weight they fall down, the shores 

retreat and leave slightly inclined to the sea surface known as abrasion surface. The 

waves shape also the semi islands and the bays. The relief of the Dobrudja coast 

illustrate those phenomena. Since the shores consist of materials with different 

resistance very often  single or group of undestroyed rocks with strange forms can be 

found.

In the area there are different by size landslides that shape the shore giving it 

very specific terrace like outlook. Their formation is connected with the specifics of 

the rock composition. In order to have a landslide the water permeable layer should 

be placed on the top of non-resistant layer i.e. clay that is inclined. When the 

groundwater reaches the impermeable layer, they melt it and it becomes as a slide for 

the upper layer. The slumped mass takes opposite to the motion incline and can shape 

terraces.

Rocks with strange shapes 

On our route while looking at different rock formations every visitor finds resemblance 

with different things. One of the most popular rocks is the crocodile's head. Try to 

locate it!

Was there a port at Yailata 

The answer at this question can be only hypothetic since there are only few known 

facts and material findings. The antique anchors found in the bay show that there 

probably was a port and sea sailing. The local legends also confirm its existence.

The dolphins in the Black sea 

From the viewing points of the sea terraces dolphins can be observed. They are one of 

the most intelligent, curious and beautiful sea creatures. Nowadays they are the only 

marine mammals that can be found in the Black sea.  

The dolphins are social animals, they live in flocks and have complicated ways of 
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communicating between themselves. They produce many different sounds that are 

unique for every one of them. Thus they communicate, differentiate, exchange 

information for the environment and treats, communicate while fishing or just talk to 

each other. 

Thanks to their hydrodynamic shape the dolphins can reach speed of 40 km/hour.  

Thus they can catch even the fastest fishes. Besides fishing the dolphins like 

entertaining themselves and playing. They get oriented through echolocation.

Three species of dolphins occur in the Black Sea ― short-beaked common dolphin, 

the Black Sea bottlenose dolphin and harbour porpoise. They are rare species because 

of incidental mortality in fishing gears, chemical pollution, reduction of fish stocks as 

well as their low reproduction ability. According to the scientific sources the total 

number of the dolphins in the Black Sea is between hundred and two hundred 

thousands.

Birds on the rocks 

From far even if the rocks look abandoned and non-inhabited they provide secure and 

hard to reach habitat for many inhabitants that cannot survive otherwise in the severe 

conditions at the seaside. One of the best well known types of birds are the crested 

(Aristotle) Cormorant (Phalacrocorax aristotelis), the owl (Bubo bubo) and the roller 

(Coracias garrulus). The cormorant nests only in the area of Kaliakra and Yailata on 

steep vertical rocks. These birds are protected under the law and are included in the 

Bulgarian Red Data Book.
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The steppe ― one of the rarest and endangered habitats 

Wide spread in Dobrudja in the past today the steppes in the area of Kaliakra and 

Yailata are the last large and comparatively well protected habitats from this type 

starting from Kazakhstan and spreading to the eastern part of the Balkan Peninsula.

The steppes are the remains of the bottom of the ancient Sarmatian Sea covering 

almost the whole territory of Europe from the Caspian Sea to Poland in the period of 

Miocene 25 million years ago. In the beginning of the Quartenery period 1.6 million 

years ago in the Aegean region there was a terrible draught as a result the Sarmatian 

Sea was torn into separate basins (one of which is the Black Sea), and its bottom 

turned into vast flat land – the ancestor of the modern steppes. 

In historical times a lot of tribes populated the European steppes, and some of 

the earliest human civilizations emerged. Now the steppes are almost extinct since 

the soil fertility and the climate have turned them into the best places for cereals 

growing.

The steppes host interesting representatives of the flora and fauna that cannot 

be found in other places. The climate and the soil determine the incredible steppe 

landscape dominated by the vast flat grass areas combined with islands of rock spaces. 

The most typical representatives of the flora that provide specifics of the steppe are 

the cereals ― fescue , feather grass, meadow- grass, redtops ― and the legumes ― 

clovers, alfalfa, locos, etc. They are spread in the shallow soils covered with lots of 

angular limestone rocks. The flora includes 450 species 45 of which are endangered or 

endemic.

Steppe vegetation

Some of the most interesting, beautiful and rare plants here are the spring flowers 

such as the narrow-leaved and the Balkan peony, the Iris Melitta and the spring 

pheasant’s eye. Their colours give incredible feeling for the summer to come, lit by 

the hot sun of Dobrudja. In early summer dominate the bright yellow colours of King’s 

Spear, mixed with the small yellow flowers of the goldilocks aster and the smell of 

herb-of-grace. 

Crested cormorant Owl Roller
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One of the rarest representatives of the Bulgarian flora is the narrow-leaved 

peony (Paeonia tenuifolia). It blooms with fiery red scented flowers in April and May 

forming vast meadows. It is up to 15―20 cm tall. The narrow-leaved peony can also be 

found in Romania, Serbia, Ukraine and the region of Crimea. It grows on dry grassy 

almost bare lands and is not so common to be seen as a bush. The great dangers pose 

plowing of the places where it grows as well as the picking up the flowers. Because of 

its decreasing number the narrow-leaved peony is protected under the law and is 

included in the Bulgarian Red Data Book. 

Animals of the steppe ― the steppe polecat, the marbled polecat and the Dobrudja 

hamster 

The steppe hosts one of the rarest representatives of rodents family as well as 

mammals in  Bulgaria in general. The steppe polecat (Mustela eversmanni) and 

marbled polecat (Vormela peregusna) are almost extinct because of plowing of the 

steppe, illegal hunting, use of pesticides in the agriculture. The Dobrudja hamster 

(Mesocricetus newtoni) is one of the three hamsters inhabiting Dobrudja ― this type of 

hamster occurs only in Bulgaria and Romania. All of them are rare species protected 

under the law and included in the Bulgarian Red Data Book.
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Birds of the steppe 

Some of the charm of the steppe comes from its incredible inhabitants part of which 

are related to the most famous representatives of the songbirds. Living in hard, very 

often harsh conditions their songs create atmosphere of liveliness and temperament in 

the steppe. Those are the Calandra lark (Melanocorypha calandra), the common 

skylark, the corn bunting, the black headed bunting (Emberisa melanocephala), the 

olive-tree warbler (Hippolais olivetorum). All species are included in the Bulgarian Red 

Data Book.

Via Pontica  

Via Pontica, one of the major bird migration routes from Europe to Africa, passes along 

the territory of Bulgaria and the Black Sea coast. The region over Yailata and Kaliakra 

has huge importance: every autumn from August to October more than hundred 

thousand migrating birds pass by — storks, pelicans, cranes, raptors including the 

endangered species such as the pallid harrier (Circus macrourus), the saker falcon 

(Falco cherrug) and the Eastern imperial eagle (Aquila heliaca). The cape of Kaliakra 

is the most protruding part of the Bulgarian territory. Because of this as well as 

because of permanent winds, when the birds encounter the sea on their way 

southwards, they stay for a long time in the region of Kaliakra in order to overcome air 

currents, to avoid the sea and to gain height.  

Dobrudja hamster Steppe polecat

Calandra lark Common skylark Corn bunting

Ароматна перуника
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One of the Via Pontica points where traditionally the migrating birds can stop to 

rest is Bolata area located on to the north of Kaliakra, where the red-backed shrike, 

the pied and the Isabelline wheatears, the common shag, the Alpine swift, the rosy 

starling, the Calandra and  the greater short-toed lark, white storks, pelicans and 

cranes can be observed.

Significant quantities of waterfowl spend the winter in the vicinity of Kaliakra 

from December to March. Small numbers of the endangered red-breasted goose 

(Branta ruficollis) can also be observed.

Multiple flocks of migrating songbirds, quails and corncrakes stop on the shore for 

rest and feeding. 

Suggested topics with messages on the route 

Topic: Remains and legends from the past  

Theme:  The sea bays have always attracted inhabitants that leave behind monuments 

and legends. They tell a dramatic story of the human migration, territorial conquests, 

rise and fall of states and empires, in which we can make a parallel to our 

contemporary developments.  

Target audience: youth between 12―13 years old and adults, groups of 8 to 12 people.

The story follows the course of time and the events in the area of Yailata connecting 

facts with the archaeological findings — temple, necropolis, winery, early Middle Ages 

fortress, rock dwellings and church — with legends and fragments from ancient 

sources. From prehistorical times in the Antiquity and the rise of the Roman Empire to 

her fall there were settlements. The development related to sailing, port, human 

settlements, religious complexes and fortresses is in the past. The wild steppe nature 

has conquered the seaside territory and it has to be protected together with the 

remains of the past.

The human presence and intervention has to be balanced taking into account the 

development and the protection of the nature and the historical heritage.
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Topic: Steppes on the coast and the unique nature of the coastal terrace 

Тheme: The unique steppe nature and the inhabitants (the flowers of the steppe) 

cannot survive without the human care and support.

Target audience: environmentalists, school and university students and other visitors, 

groups of 8 to12 people.

The story gives information about the geological phenomenon coastal terrace, 

characterized by caves and other karst formations. It can include information about 

the inhabitants of the sea, dolphins and migrating birds according to the season and 

the circumstances. The story about the steppe and typical steppe flora and fauna 

complements the unique local nature and reminds about the peculiarities of the 

seaside region located in the eastern part of Bulgaria. The legend for the red peonies, 

etc. adds interesting details to the story.

Topic: The caves on the coastal terrace 

Тheme: The caves of Yailata ― one of the coastal terrace landmarks were inhabited 

from the Antiquity to Middle Ages and hide a lot of secrets but human presence and 

intervention can harm them.

Target audience: environmentalists, school and university students and other visitors, 

groups of 8 to12 people.

The story gives information about the geological phenomenon of the coastal terrace, 

the caves and their use by humans from the Antiquity to our days.

The topic is also envisaged as an addition to the story of the archaeological reserve
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Interpretive route №2 “Kaliakra ― Bolata” 

C
  

ape Kaliakra, one of the symbols of the Bulgarian coast, is a long, narrow and 

rocky peninsula which juts out like a huge stone wedge 2 km into the sea. The high 

forbidding cliffs have determined its strategic location since ancient times and the 

cape is important for navigation in the Black Sea. For the protection of its unique 

natural and historical heritage Cape Kaliakra has received the status of a complex 

geological, biological, archaeological and historical protected site. The area of the 

reserve is 713.67 ha which includes the surrounding sea. The wetland Bolata is part of 

the nature reserve and an Important Bird Area.

Type of the route: Combined ― bicycle and foot; by car and on foot.

Visiting area: Archeological reserve “Kaliakra” and nature reserve “Kaliakra”. It 

is recommended to visit Kaliakra and Bolata along the established tourist routes. For 

visits to the steppe habitats by specialists or amateur botanists, bird watchers and 

environmentalists a permit by the Regional Inspectorate of Environment and Waters ― 

Varna (RIOSV) is required.

Location: The route consists of two rays ― Kaliakra and Bolata. Kaliakra is 

situated 12 km from Kavarna and 6 km from the village of Balgarevo. Bolata is 6 km off 

Balagarevo, to the left from the road to Kaliakra.

Cape Kaliakra can be reached by personal or public transport. There is a paid 

parking lot for the visitors. The site is served by the Historical Museum of Kavarna 

during the summer months.

The route is suitable for every age group of individual or organised visitors. 

Kaliakra with its impressive natural environment and archeologial monuments is among 

the most popular tourist destinations in Bulgaria.

Length of the route: Around 2 hours. The walk envisages many stops and 

beautiful panoramic vistas and acquaintance with the archeological and historical 

sites. For climbing the hill in the Bolata area an extra half hour is needed.

Season: The route can be visited nearly all year round with the exception of the 

periods with snow and strong winds. The most suitable time is from April to October.

Equipment: No special equipment or outfit are required for a visit to Kaliakra or 

Bolata, but stable shoes and a jacket are recommended. It is also advisable to carry 

sun protection cream, sun glasses and a hat.Hanging over the edge of the cliffs can be 

dangerous as well as climbing down on some of the paths descending from the cliffs.

The next table presents three types of suitable for interpretation topics from 

biodiversity, geological diversity, cultural and historical heritage, linked directly or 

indirectly to physical objects along the trail and features of the place. Additional 

information assisting the interpreter is available at: 

www.trails.bsnn.org/materials.html
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№ Name Location Thematic direction of the interpretation

Biodiversity Geodiversity, 
natural history, 
geology

Cultural and 
historical 
heritage

1 Beam 1 ― Kaliakra
Meeting point 

Fortress wall Nature and 
archeological 
reserve Kaliakra

2 At the outer fortress wall Medieval 
town

Medieval town ― 
Fortress wall III

3 History and legends Monument of 
the 40 
maidens

 Monument of the 
40 maidens ― 
legends 

4 The Black Sea and the 
steppes

View of the 
steppe

The Black Sea
Coastal steppes

5 Steppe flowers Steppe 
flowers

Flowers of 
the steppe

6 Battles and military Monument of 
Admiral 
Ushakov

Monument of 
Admiral Ushakov

7 Marine life Marine life Dolphins

8 Strategic importance of 
Kaliakra

Second 
fortification 
line

 Second 
fortification line 
― the story of the 
reliefs

9 Life in the medieval town Medieval 
churches

Medieval churches

10 Antique heritage Roman baths 
and well

Roman baths and 
well

11 Fish in the Black Sea Fish and 
fishing

Typical for 
the area 
fish ― 
dalyan



№ Name Location Thematic direction of the interpretation

Biodiversity Geodiversity, 
natural history, 
geology

Cultural and 
historical 
heritage

12 High above us  Birds and the 
sea

Via Pontica 
― storks, 
pelicans, 
cormorants

13 The citadel Gates of the 
citadel

Geography of the 
cape

14 In the fortress Living 
quarters

Rock terraces Living quarters

15 In the museum at the cape Museum Museum Cave ― 
exhibition

16 The easternmost part of 
the Bulgarian coast

Chapel of St. 
Nicholas

Chapel of St. 
Nicholas – legends 
about the two 
saints

17 Beam 2 ― 
Bolata area

Beach Beach formation in 
the bay

18 Birds Plateau Important 
Bird Area, 
protected 
territory

19 Biodiversity of wetlands Swamp Amphibians, 
waterbirds

 

20 Geology of the coast Red rock Shrub 
vegetation

Cliff forms, caves

21 Life in the sea Waterfront Algae and 
molluscs, 
fish 

Marine and coastal 
protection

Cultural and historical 
heritageBiodiversity

LEGEND
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Archeological reserve “Kaliakra”

The medieval fortress of Kaliakra and its adjacent territory and sea space by the 

village of Balgarevo, Kavarna municipality, Dobrich district became an archeological 

reserve in 2003. The remains cover an area of 535.01 ha (1322 acres). Archeological 

excavations and underwater research started at Kaliakra in the 1960s and continue 

until today. The conservation, restoration and exhibition of the finds have made 

Kaliakra an important place for cultural tourism.

Cape Kaliakra has attracted inhabitants since prehistoric times. Its strategic 

location, inaccessible coast and fertile plain have supported the development of 

human settlements. In the IV c. BC the town of Tirizis, named after the local Thracian 

tribe Tirizi, was established here. When the Romans conquered the Thracian lands in 

the I c., the fortress was expanded and called Acros Castellum (Fortified cape). 

Fortress walls, water pipes, a bath and public buildings were constructed.

The Bulgarians who established their state in the VII c. included also Cape 

Kaliakra. The town’s development reached its zenith during the second half of the XIV 

c. when it became the capital of Karvuna principality of Despot Dobrotitsa and a major 

port and trade centre. By the end of the century after heavy and brutal battles, the 

fortress fell to the Ottomans. A legend of forty Bulgarian maidens who chose death in 

the sea instead of slavery dates from this period.

In 1791 the last major naval battle for Cape Kaliakra was fought. Admiral Ushakov 

defeated the Ottoman fleet which numerically outnumbered his own and asserted the 

presence of the new Russian fleet in the Black Sea.

Fortress wall III

In the V―VI c. the amount of inhabitants on the Tirizian cape grew quickly. In 

Hierocles’s Synecdemus, written at the beginning of Justinian the Great’s rule 

(527―565), the castellum or fort ― already under the name of Akre ― was listed 

among the fifteen towns of the Byzantine province Scythia Minor. It came third after 

Tomis (Constanta) and Dionysopolis (Balchik). Because of its strategic position it 

turned into one of the fortified nuclei that formed a vast defence line against the flow 

of barbarians from the north.

The settlement had to resist frequent raids and to maintain its fortifications was 

therefore of great importance. Special attention was paid to the improvement of the 

outer fortified line. It follows a straight line and is situated 1245 m inland from the tip 

of the cape. The fortress wall has an overall length of 422 m and is 2.8―2.9 m thick. 

The wall had 3 towers in the form of a horseshoe and 2 quadrangular towers and there 

was a ditch in front of the wall. Two of the horseshoe shaped towers were attached to 

the only existing entrance. Later two solid trapezoid towers were built within the 

fortress wall. During repair works of the fortress walls connecting the towers an 

additional bulwark was added to the face of the wall and another solid trapezoid 

tower attached to it. The solid body with defensive walls at an angle is more resistant 

to battering rams and missile weapons (ballistae and scorpios). At the same time the 

angle of fire from the tower changes, eliminating dead grounds around it.
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Monument of the forty maidens

The sculptural composition of the forty maidens is close to the outer third line of 

defence. It is created by Dimitar Daskalov in the XX c. The composition is inspired by 

the legend about the self-sacrifice of the maidens who chose death over slavery and 

violence, throwing themselves with braids plaited together into the abyss from the 

end of Cape Kaliakra.

According to the tale after the fall of the fortress under Ottoman rule, the 

assailants conquered and plundered the coastal settlements. They enslaved forty girls 

― the most beautiful they met. The raiders brought the captives into the fortress and 

enclosed them in a cave facing the sea, leaving a guard at the entrance. The girls 

wept over their youth and lost future but saw no way for salvation, so they decided to 

choose death in the sea waters instead of humiliation. To prevent themselves from 

cowardice they plaited their braids together. In the middle was the most courageous 

and beautiful girl. She made the first step out and the rows on both sides swayed and 

flew into the abyss. The crack at the end of the cape is called the Gate of the Forty 

Maidens.

Monument of Admiral Ushakov

The monument of admiral Fyodor Fyodorovich Ushakov (1744―1817), done by the 
thsculptor Nikola Bogdanov, was inaugurated on 10 August 2006 in honour of the 215  

anniversary of the sea battle which took place in the bay off the coast of Kaliakra. 

Here the Russian fleet crushed the myth of the invincibility of the Turkish armada and 

its complete dominance in the Black Sea.

This decisive battle took place on 31 July (11 August) 1791 and was part of the 

Russian-Turkish war of 1787―1791. The Ottoman fleet under Kapudan Pasha (Admiral 

of the Fleet) Hussein had nearly twice as much ships and cannons as the Russians, but 

Counter Admiral Ushakov compensated for the disparity in forces by an unexpected 

attack and risky manoeuvres. He placed his ships between the enemy and the coast, 

cutting the adversary from the support of the coastal batteries and occupying a 

dominant leeward position. After fierce fighting on all lines the Turkish–Algerian forces 

did not withstand the pressure and retreated. The naval battle is one of the most 

significant combats between the Russian and Turkish empires in the Black Sea.
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Fortress wall II

The middle defence line is situated 410 m to the south from the outer line and it also 

consists of a ditch and a wall. Its total length is 162 m and close to the eastern end 

the outline changes its direction. At this place the remains of a late Roman fortress 

wall and the ditch in front of it have been reused. Initially the fortification was a 

simple wall, 2 m thick with two openings: the gateway and a small hidden door. Later 

the wall was totally reconstructed and heightened and the place, plan and volumes of 

the towers and the main gate were changed. Much later new reconstructions took 

place and an additional rampart with a thickness of 1―1.6 m was added to the existing 

wall. At the same time three round towers attached to the outer face of the wall were 

built. This layout, already known from the antiquity and applied in earlier Bulgarian 

fortresses, was a novelty in the fortifications of Kaliakra in the XIII―XIV centuries.

Next to the base of the ruined fortress gate, before its west wing, two reliefs 

modelled on large stone blocks have been discovered. They are supposed to have been 

placed on each side of the entrance or above it. One of the reliefs depicts two 

horsemen in a dramatic match. The rider on the right, slightly bent, thrusts his hand 

holding a sword or mace at the chest of his opponent. The rider on the left however 

has already been able to strike him on the head with his sword. The winner can be 

seen on the second relief. Dressed in a robe with long skirts and short sleeves, girded 

with a sword, a shield in his right hand and a mace in the left, he calmly rides his 

horse. The plot connection between the two reliefs is unmistakable. They complement 

each other and together tell a story of the battle of life and death and the triumph of 

the victor. Possibly the topic was suggested by an actual historical event.

Medieval churches

Until recently, only one church on the territory of the outer town, close to the steep 

western coast, represented the ecclesiastical buildings in Kaliakra. It is a basilica with 

one apse (semicircular arch), entrance hall and square belfry above it. The discovered 

remains at a height of 1.40 m show that the basilica had a rectangular plan with the 

following outer dimensions: length ― 15.80 m and width ― 8.70 m. Local, for the 

façade well shaped stones, bound by white mortar were used in the building. As a 

general layout and in construction and plastic decoration the church shares common 

features with churches in Tarnovo and Nesebar. However the characteristic artistic 

mixed masonry of the walls, achieved with stones and bricks, glazed ceramic discs and 

rosettes, is missing here.

In recent years three more churches have been discovered, all in the outer town. 

While data on the number and type of churches in Cape Kaliakra are still incomplete 

and insufficient for definite conclusions, we can suppose that several churches 

accented the skyline of the fortress.

Roman bath and wells

In the outer town there is a relatively well preserved big public building ― a Roman 

bath which existed in the III―IV century. It has an overall length of 28.50 m and 

maximum width of 11.80 m. It consists of a vestibule, apodyterium (changing room), 

frigidarium (cold pool), tepidarium (warm room), laconicum (sweating room), 

caldarium (hot room), two furnaces, a pool and a water reservoir. The remains of the 
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hypocaust, the system of underfloor heating, includes pillars, built by layers of square 

or rectangular tiles or vertical ceramic pipes ordered in regular rows. These pillars 

supported the floor, formed by closely placed tiles with bigger size.

To meet the needs of the town fortress for water, deep rock caverns were carved 

or shaped into wells and reservoirs. Some of them have been filled with earth and are 

not visible on the surface, but two of the wells can be seen even now ― one in the 

inner and one in the outer town.

Geography of the cape

Kaliakra is the longest and narrowest Black Sea cape on the Bulgarian coast. It is an 

elongated and thinning at the end rocky promontory, protruding about 2 kilometres 

southwards into the sea. Due to natural erosion of the cliffs its length has diminished 

by more than 100 m. Nearly 60 m are totally submerged underwater and a row of 

isolated rocky islets and reefs is visible over the remaining 40―50 m. The cape is 

formed by vertical limestone cliffs and conglomerates, remains from the bottom of 

the ancient Sarmatian Sea, layered in nearly horizontal strata. The characteristic red 

hue of the rocks comes from the presence of iron oxides. 

The slopes of the cape are shaped by the constantly blowing strong winds and the 

sea surf. Many grottoes, rock arches, niches, reefs, underwater cliffs are accessible 

only from the sea and display the relentless power of water. Naturally formed caves 

can be found also in upper parts of the cliffs. The ridge of the cape is flat but the 

southernmost point is a little higher, which makes it look like a separate island from 

afar. The bay to the south of the cape is a suitable place for ship anchoring during sea 

storms. 

Fortress wall I ― the entrance to the citadel

The internal line of defence stands 325 m to the south from the middle line and bars 

the cape in one of the narrowest parts. It is built from well-cut stone blocks, set 

tightly without any mortar in between, according to the construction practices of III―II 

c. BC. The wall stretched between the eastern and the western coast at about 

450―500 m to the north of the headland's tip, facing the narrow isthmus. It was not 

longer than 30 m and the wall was 2 m thick. The fortifications have only been 

repaired without any constructive changes. However more substantial modifications 
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were introduced on the citadel to repel attacks. The Thracian and Roman-Byzantine 

fort was completely abandoned and a large architectural complex was erected over its 

ruins in medieval times. The new fortress wall was moved slightly ahead to the 

narrowest part of the cape where the short, only 5–6 m wide isthmus is situated. On 

its ridge is solidly constructed the gate with a high quadrangular tower, with the front 

door on its ground floor. Here starts a corridor with an irregular form which leads to 

the interior of the citadel. This tactical solution is a kind of novelty suggested by the 

features of the terrain and Bulgarian fortification practices.

Living quarters

Over time, in the fortress three territorial units of different sizes with separate 

fortifications were established – inner town or acropolis, outer town and suburbs. 

According to a well established town planning concept dating from the Hellenistic era 

one main street with a length of about 1300 meters passed through the whole fortress 

from north to south. On both sides of the street there were buildings from which, with 

few exceptions, only remains of foundations or individual walls and rooms have been 

preserved.

Gradually the perimeter of the town and especially its better protected areas, 

the citadel and outer town, became more crowded. The most popular type of building 

for residential and business purposes was a kind of semi-dugout with stone walls. 

There were also more solid ground buildings of one or several rooms with walls from 

stone and mud. Besides new construction, raising walls and adaptation of remains 

from older buildings predominantly from the early Byzantine age was practised. A 

stone superstructure and less often a wooden structure forms a second floor. Bigger 

constructions standing out of the general background may have been buildings of 

official, administrative or military use. Most prominent among them is the house of 

the Despot, or feudal castle. Among the ruins excavated so far there is only one place 

in the north of the citadel where remains from the foundations of a large building with 

a closed rectangular plan have been preserved. Probably the premises, located in a 

chain, were built of stone and wood and surrounded a large courtyard. The entrance 

was on the west side. The location of the house on a high terrace south of the town 

wall and analogies with other medieval towns suggest that this might be the only 

remains of the nobleman's house.

Museum Cave

In 1968 one of the naturally formed caves on the cape was made into a museum for 

displaying objects found during research. The numerous exhibits comprise stone 

anchors used from the earliest settlers on the cape, seals on the handles of amphorae 

from the Hellenistic period, Roman funerary objects, household items and pottery of 

early Byzantine origin. During the Middle Ages the cave served as a church and on the 

altar jewelry and ornaments of bronze, copper and silver from the Roman and 

medieval period are displayed: rings, earrings, ornaments for clothing such as a belt 

buckle with the image of a mask and a fibula of the Roman period. A bronze cross ― 

enkolpion ― is also displayed. Recent discoveries are presented with coins from the 

time of Despot Dobrotitsa and a unique Venetian seal. In the museum there are also 

some items made from bones: dice for gambling, fishing and household accessories.    
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A scale model of a catapult along with original stone balls used as projectiles are on 

exhibit, as well as a fragment of a water pipe from the Roman period. During this time 

the fortress was reconstructed and pipes were laid down to bring mineral water to the 

baths. The source was nearby the current monument of the forty maidens, but with 

natural erosion of the cliffs the water started at some point pouring into the sea.

Chapel “St. Nicholas” ― legends about the two saints

At the very end of the cape is situated the chapel of St. Nicholas, protector of the 

seas, sailors, fishermen and merchants. The chapel was restored in 1993. During the 

Ottoman rule there was a dervish monastery at this place, claiming to preserve the 

relics of the Muslim saint Sari Saltik. There are in total seven symbolic tombs over the 

Balkans dedicated to Sari Saltik and his Christian doubles ― St. Nicholas, St. George, 

St. Naum, St. Spyridon and St. Simeon. One of the legends about Kaliakra is connected 

with the name of St. Nicholas. The saint was fleeing from the Turks and God stretched 

the land under his feet to help him escape and thus the headland was created. The 

legends present Sari Saltik as possessing supernatural powers and he fought and won 

over a monster in a combat on the rocky cape.

Nature reserve “Kaliakra”

The nature reserve is one of the oldest protected areas in Bulgaria. The efforts for 

nature conservation in this area date back to 1941, when the territory was decreed a 

national park. In 1966 it was proclaimed a reserve in order to protect precious habitats 

and coastal ecosystems of the Black Sea. It has preserved the steppe vegetation 

characteristic of Dobrudzha and its coast, similar to that of the Crimea. Today the 

reserve covers an area of 713.67 ha, which beside the steppe territories comprise a 

marine area as well ― a strip of the sea along the coast with a width of 500 m and a 

length of 8 km. Kaliakra is still the only Bulgarian reserve including a marine area. It is 

particularly important for the protection of the three species of Black Sea dolphins 

that can be frequently observed from the cape’s cliffs. The last remains of the Pontic 

steppe, part of the vast Eurasian steppe, which occupied a significant part of north-

eastern Bulgaria in the past, can be found here. Apart from the steppe habitats the 

reserve includes impressive coastal cliffs, often as high as 70―100 m.
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Important Bird Area 

The buffer zone of the reserve was reclassified as a protected area “The Steppes”, 

covering 109 ha in 2007. It is also included in the protected zone “Kaliakra” under the 

Birds Directive, part of the European-wide environmental network Natura 2000 with an 

overall area of 10902.8 ha (109 sq km). Kaliakra is a key habitat for 131 threatened 

species out of 225 species observed in the reserve and therefore it has an international 

status as Important Bird Area. The bird diversity is due to the conserved wild nature 

and the fact that one of the primary migration routes, Via Pontica, passes along the 

Black Sea coast.

Kaliakra is one of the few places in Europe where the rosy starling, pied 

wheatear and five lark species, typical for the Balkan peninsula, can be observed. The 

steppe is home for the stone curlew, red-backed shrike, lesser grey shrike and 

Isabelline wheatear. The coastal cliffs are enlivened by the European shag and the 

Alpine swift as well as many other birds.

Sea fish

The coast of Kaliakra is one of the most abundant in fish places in Bulgaria. Until now 

78 fish species have been described in the marine area. They are some of the most 

important elements of marine ecosystems and also a valuable resource, exploited by 

humans. Among the fish species encountered in the area are the popular sprat, horse 

mackerel, Pontic shad, turbot, bluefish, striped mullet, mackerel, bonito, several 

species of gobies, spiny dogfish, valued by fishermen, and the interesting angler, 

stargazer, common stingray, as well as the rarer round goby, the three-spined 

stickleback and many more.
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Dalyan

One of the ancient traditional methods of fishing on the coast is the fish trap called 

dalyan. It is a fishing gear of fixed nets and poles, constructed in bays and near rocky 

capes ― the places that trace the movement of fish shoals. Moving along, the shoal 

reaches a long guiding net and follows its direction, thus entering the enclosure or 

“house” and continues along the walls ending up trapped in the sack with mesh 

bottom, which is closed by a descending cover after the fish. Fish traps like that are 

used mainly for fishing species moving along the coast like sprat, horse mackerel and 

anchovy. Today the method is used less frequently, but is nevertheless honoured as a 

form of traditional sustainable fisheries, preserving the charm of times long gone.

Bolata area

Bolata area, part of the Kaliakra nature reserve, is a wetland of great importance and 

home to rare plant and animal species protected by the law. It is linked in a natural 

way with the beautiful bay and the only beach in the area. In the coastal ravine there 

is a marsh largely overgrown with reeds. The place is surrounded with high red 

limestone cliffs with numerous niches which are important habitats for the provision 

of food and shelter for bats and steppe mammals. The brick red hue of the rocks is 

due to the iron oxides contained in the clay that fills their cracks. 
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The place is essential to the existence of invertebrate fauna. The lower parts of 

the slopes are covered with dense impenetrable shrubs of typical local species –thorn, 

jasmine, cornel, spindle and some trees.

The combination of various aquatic habitats – rivers, estuaries and sea coast, 

creates favourable conditions for most of the Bulgarian wetland birds attracted by the 

abundant food. Among the most interesting of these are the little bittern (Ixobrychus 

minutus) ― Bulgaria’s smallest heron, only up to 38 cm tall, the little grebe 

(Tachybaptus ruficollis), the kingfisher (Alcedo atthis) with its characteristic blue 

feathers with a metallic sheen, many representatives of the ducks ― swans, geese, 

mandarin ducks, pochards and more.

Amphibians

Many animal species make movements on a daily or seasonal basis in search of food, 

places for rest or mating, for avoiding unfavourable conditions. These movements are 

characteristic of many amphibian species, especially frogs. Among the amphibians 

widespread on the Kaliakra plateau, there are two varieties of frogs ― the spadefoot 

and the great (brown) toad, which perform daily migrations.
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Steppe shrubs

Isolated groups of shrubs and short trees, mostly of Mediterranean origin, are 

encountered in the steppes of Kaliakra: shrubby jasmine, fig trees, Christ's thorn, 

Oriental hornbeam, Russian almond and others. They are marked by tolerance to high 

temperatures and draughts, as well as being unpretentious to the soil. One of the 

emblematic plants for the area is the fig tree, which grows rather to a low shrub under 

the hard local conditions. 

The sea and the shore

Very important for the biological diversity of the region, apart from the steppes, are 

the sand habitats. Here the “white dunes”, formed by shifting sands, maintain only 

strictly specialised species ― so called psammophytes with modified leaves and stems 

and different adaptations to diminish the effects of intense sunshine and evaporation. 

These vegetation communities are highly vulnerable to the weather and human 

impact.

On the shoreline one can see many different molluscs: blue or Mediterranean 

mussel, small black mussel (Mytilaster lineatus), grooved razor clam, common cockle, 

limpet and many others, whose beautiful shells adorn the coast of Kaliakra.
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Suggestions for themes with messages about the route

Topic: Life in the fortress ― Tirizis, Akre, Kaliakra

Theme: The fortress of Kaliakra has witnessed turbulent life and development from 

ancient times until XIV c., when the Ottoman conquest put an end to its existence. 

The study of the remains of the past and their rescue from oblivion and destruction is 

an important task of contemporary developed societies, a mark of civilisation and 

responsibility for the future.

Target audience: school and university students, adults, groups of 10 to 15 visitors

The story starts with the ancient seamen that left stone anchors from their ships in 

the bay and traces the lives of Thracians, Romans and medieval Bulgarians in the 

fortress, through the remains of fortifications, residential and public buildings. It can 

include logical accents and a climax with the destruction of the fortress and the 

legends that keep the memory of these events until today. Modern society works 

towards development and cooperation between the countries from the Black Sea 

region and resolution of the common challenges. The beautiful panoramic views 

suggest a second line of the story about the sea and its inhabitants.

Topic: Bolata ― Important Bird Area

Theme: : Bolata is an important stop for hundreds of thousands migrating birds along 

the Via Pontica flyway and human activities should not conflict with nature protection 

in this unique place.

Target audience: bird watchers, environmentalists, students, etc.

The story traces the route of a migratory bird species from their home in Central or 

Eastern Europe to Africa, the stops on the way and the return back to the mating 

areas. On the way other species join and all together follow the air currents along the 

Black Sea coast, take a rest and fly further in their unique journey to the wintering 

places in the subtropics and tropics.

Topic: Beach formation on the seashore

Theme: The Bolata beach is unique for the area as this is the only place fed by the 

sediments of a river entering the bay. It is particularly valuable with its rich marine 

and coastal life, which requires the protection of the authorities and society.

Target audience: children, students, environmentalists and other groups of 8 to 12 

visitors

The story is an open air lesson from the top of the hill which explains the formation of 

the beach and the importance of protecting the coast and the sea waters clean for the 

biological diversity in the area and for humans. A discussion can point what every 

visitor can do for the protection of the Black Sea against pollution.



The unique world of Strandja Mountain 

Nature Park “Strandja” is the largest protected area in Bulgaria (1161 sq. km), 

accounting for 20% of all protected areas and 1% of the territory of the country.

 Strandja is the connection linking the southern Bulgarian Black Sea coast with 

Asia Minor and the Western Caucasus and the Mediterranean. The mountain was not 

affected by glaciations that occurred during the Quaternary, the current geological 

period which began 2.5 million years ago; therefore today Strandja has a mild climate 

with high precipitation and natural characteristics unique to Europe. The territory of 

the park preserves precious specimens of the natural environment and cultural 

heritage. The park was created in 1995 with the long-term aim of protecting the 

unique nature in the river watersheds of the Veleka and the Rezovska and ensuring 

sustainable socio-economic development in the region. In 1998 Strandja was granted 

the category of “Nature Park” — one of the six categories of protected areas in 

Bulgaria, whose management aims biodiversity conservation, development of 

scientific, educational and recreational activities, tourism and sustainable use of 

renewable natural resources while preserving traditional forms of livelihood.

Within the park there are 5 separate strict reserves, 14 protected areas and 8 

natural sites with their own protection regime. The region of Strandja is considered as 

an area of primary importance for the ecological network in the country. At the 

national level, it is the protected area with the highest number of species diversity in 

all biological groups. In the Nature Park “Strandja” there are 122 different types of 

habitats. By this indicator it ranks first among the protected areas in Europe. Thirty-

six of the habitat types are included in the European ecological network           

“Natura 2000”. The park has European significance for conservation of vascular plants, 

reptiles and nesting birds and global significance for the conservation of mammals, 

invertebrates and Tertiary forest vegetation — plants, which came into existence in 

the period 65—2.5 million years ago.

The cultural heritage of the Nature Park “Strandja” comprises monuments from 

different eras. A total of 475 monuments, some of them national symbols, have been 

recorded. The variety of sites includes 2 unique domed tombs, many dolmens, ancient 

and medieval fortresses, mound necropolises and private burial mounds. Among these 

stand out the chapels, “stolnini” and “odarcheta”, which are typical only for Strandja 

and are linked to ancient places of worship. Particularly impressive are the village of 

Brashlyan, architectural and historical reserve, and the the village of Bulgari, the 

“capital” of fire dancing.
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Interpretive route №3 “At the foot of the extinct volcano near 

Varvara” 

Route type: hiking, closed circular route with a starting and ending point in the 

seaside village of Varvara

Visiting area: Nature Park “Strandja”

Length of route: about 6 hours with options for shorter walks from 1 to 3 hours 

with a return to the starting or end point.

Location: Varvara is located 73 km south of Burgas and 9 km from Tsarevo. The 

village can be reached by private or public transport from Burgas or Tsarevo.

The route is suitable for any age group of organized or individual visitors. 

Season: The route is suitable for a visit in the period from April to October, 

especially during the spring and autumn months in dry weather.

Equipment: standard hiking equipment for walking in the mountains — hiking 

shoes, water, sun protection cream, sunglasses, a hat. GPS navigation or a tourist map 

of Strandja can be used. It is recommended that visitors should have a mobile phone 

with well stocked battery.

Short description: The route starts from the southern outskirts of the village of 

Varvara and leads in the direction west-southwest, following the road that passes near 

the chapel of St. Bogoroditsa then leads past rock formations of volcanic character 

and continues through the woodland, where different characteristic of Strandja plant 

and animal species can be observed. Along the route there are picnic spot and three 

points with panoramic views. The route turns north just after Gyola passing at the foot 

of Golyamata Papiya and continues again east just after Ayazmensko dere, closing the 

circle near the starting point on the northern outskirts of the village, by the church of 

the patron saint. 

The next table presents three types of suitable for interpretation topics from 

biodiversity, geological diversity, cultural and historical heritage, linked directly or 

indirectly to physical objects along the route and features of the place. Additional 

information assisting the interpreter is available at: 

www.trails.bsnn.org/materials.html
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№ Name Location Thematic direction of the interpretation 

Biodiversity Geodiversity, 
natural history, 
geology

Cultural and 
historical 
heritage

1 Meeting place — meet and 
greet

Starting 
point 

Nature Park 
Strandja

Cultural and 
historical 
monuments in 
Strandja

2 First stop on the road Past the 
bridge on the 
river 

Forests — 
the wealth 
of Strandja

Black Sea and the 
Strandja coast, 
paleontology 

Population, 
traditions, 
spirituality 

3 Religion and beliefs  Chapel of St. 
Bogoroditsa 

 “Little 
monasteries”, 
most venerated 
saints; Hesychasm 
— part of Strandja 
history

4 “Stone rivers” Boulders   “Stone rivers”
Strandja

 of 

5 Birds Forest road Birds in the 
park 

Via Pontica

6 Protected species Young 
coniferous 
forests   

Young 
coniferous 
forests  

7 Forest diversity Mixed forest Coppice 
forests 

8 Beliefs and legends Papiysko 
dere 

 Beliefs and 
legends about 
plants

9 Emblematic species Pontic 
(Strandja) 
rhododendro
n   

Pontic 
rhododendr
on – 
evergreen 
undergrowt
h

Pontic 
Rhododendron 
festival

10 Rock grannies Rock 
grannies

Rocks — blocks and 
boulders 

11 Rebel stories Haydushko 
kladenche 

Rebels’ stronghold 
— tales and 
legends
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Geodiversity, 
natural history, geology

Cultural and historical 
heritage

Biodeversity

LEGEND

№ Name Location Thematic direction of the interpretation 

Biodiversity Geodiversity, 
natural history, 
geology

Cultural and 
historical 
heritage

12 Insects — their importance 
for nature 

Gyolat Large 
beetles of 
Strandja

13 Relict species Across the 
clearing

Oriental 
trachystem
on and 
other plant 
species
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Relief and paleontological past

The landscape of the Nature Park “Strandja” is hilly and low mountainous — with an 

average altitude of 200 m, but with a large horizontal segmentation typical of the high 

mountains in the country. The surface of the park is quite varied: with rounded ridges, 

open coasts, steep, at places gorge-like deep river valleys and densely branched 

hydrographic network. A significant proportion of the territory is occupied by karst 

topography of various shapes: flutes, pans, dolines, caverns and over 130 caves of 

different size. The geological phenomena in the coastal area of the park are the  

Papiya volcanic structure — an extinct volcano from the late Cretaceous (70 million 

years ago) —  and the remarkable geological landmarks “Mouth of the Veleka” and 

“Silistar”, with picturesque sand bars and fiord like coastline of volcanic origin. Mount 

Golyamata Papiya 504 m is the highest peak of the Bosnian ridge which ends with it. 

The peak dominates the whole of coastal Strandja and provides visibility in all 

directions. In a good and clear weather from the top one can see as far as the mouth 

of the Bosphorus.

Prior to the opening of the Bosphorus about 7500 years ago, there used to be a 

broad land connection between the Strandja and Asia Minor; therefore plants of the 

Southern Pontic flora spread freely in the mountains. Remnants of evergreen forests of 

the Pliocene period in the EU are preserved only in the Nature Park “Strandja” and in 

the high cloud areas of the Canary Islands. In the Quaternary, in the parts of Europe 

remaining unaffected by glaciations, it is only here that the coastal influence 

preserved weather conditions close to the Tertiary “eternal spring.”

Geography and climate

The internal climatic variations within the park boundaries determine its division into 

four plant climate areas: Coastal, Pontic rhododendron area, High and Northwestern 

arid area. Along the Black Sea coast of Strandja the highest values of sunshine in the 

country are reported. Foggy days on the mountain ridge are rare, but fogs along the 

valleys of the Veleka and the Rezovska rivers are a typical phenomenon, especially 

during the warm half of the year. The Pontic rhododendron is found only in the central 

plant climate area of the park or the Pontic rhododendron area. The climate of this 

area has a distinct temperature and humidity regime associated with the daily 

influence of breeze flows, penetrating along the valleys of the Veleka, the Rezovska, 
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the Karaagach, the Silistar and others. Using the overhanging steep slopes of the 

ravines as a kind of circulatory system the breeze currents deliver the air moisture 

needed for the development of evergreen vegetation and maintain year-round 

humidity among the highest in the park.

Stone rivers

The geological phenomenon “stone rivers” over the chapel of St. Bogoroditsa at the 

village of Varvara is a large cluster of rounded boulders, whose shape is the result of 

spherical weathering of rocks, determined by their structure and composition. The 

crystal lattice of the rocks is of spherical shape and the impact of different types of 

weathering (influences of the water, wind, sudden temperature changes, etc.) 

combine to produce the rounded shape.

Initially existing cracks expand and blocks of up to several meters are formed. 

Then the blocks are rounded by the weathering processes, most strongly on the edges 

and on the points where they meet. The explanation of this phenomenon lies in the 

fact that on the edges the atmospheric factors act on two surfaces while on the points 

they act on three. Very often under the stone rivers there is still some running water, 

which is one of the major sculptors of these rock formations. 

Population, traditions, spirituality

A special feature of the nature park is the existence of settlements within its borders 

— 21 in number, 19 villages and two small towns — Malko Turnovo and Ahtopol. 

Administratively, the park area covers the whole of Malko Tarnovo and two thirds of 

Tsarevo Municipality. The area is sparsely populated. The population is about six 

thousand people and belongs to the Eastern Ruptsi ethnographic community.

In the past centuries the mountain was called Mons Asticus, Asteyska Mountain, 

Hemimont; today’s name of the Strandja is interpreted from the Old Bulgarian root 

“stran” ” removed, closed mountain. The distinctive spirituality of the Strandja 

population has left an imprint on the singing folklore and the local calendar of 

holidays and rites. In the forests of the mountain contemporary urbanization has failed 

to depersonalize the traditional lifestyle and customs of the people. 

51



The Strandja “small monasteries”

The chapel of St. Bogoroditsa (the Holy Virgin) is one of the typical Strandja chapels or 

“small monasteries”, believed to close the human settlement and its inhabitants in an 

illuminated circle, behind whose boundaries evil and disease cannot cross. The most 

honored local saints are St. Georgi, St. Constantine, St. Elena, St. Iliya, St. Marina, St. 

Panteleimon, St. Bogoroditsa, St. Petka. The chapels are always close to an ayazmo 

(healing spring) and near ancient trees or grove. The place where the “small 

monastery” should be built is always “shown” by a dream or another sign of the person 

who needs or be “chosen” by the patron saint. The maintenance of these chapels is 

ancestral responsibility, and on the day of the patron saint a celebration is organized. 

The place and the spring are usually attributed healing properties. Part of the rich 

history of the area is the distribution of Hesychasm in Strandja described in the 

section for the next route.

Beliefs and legends about plants

Almost every tree in Strandja is related to a belief or legend. Ivy symbolizes health 

and longevity, and is especially healing when it grows on the walls of churches and 

monasteries. Beech is a "fairy" tree that should not be burned or brought into the 

house. Elm chases evil spirits away. Most votive objects are made from elm trees. 

Sycamore is a "wonder tree" under whose shade St. Nicholas stays and St. Nedelya 

wakes him up. St. Nicholas after his tour on the sea lies down to rest under sycamore 

tree. Oak is also considered a sacred tree. On Christmas Eve the Yule log in the 

fireplace is oak, and around all the “small monasteries” in Strandja century-old oak 

trees or entire oak groves are preserved.

Forests of Strandja

Forests in the Strandja Mountain cover more than 80% of its area. The Strandja forests 

are very different from those in the rest of Europe — they are broadleaf deciduous 

forests with evergreen undergrowth. They have survived in the mountains not only 

because of the absence of human activity, but also due to the specific climatic 

conditions. Most characteristic tree species for Strandja are Oriental beech, Oriental 

durmast, Hungarian oak, various limes, Turkey Oak, hornbeam, medlar and others. The 

most distinctive feature, however, are the evergreen shrubs — Pontic rhododendron, 

Votive object Chapel of St. Bogoroditsa
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cherry laurel, twinflowered daphne, butcher’s broom, holly, Strandja blueberry, 

barrenwort, yew, heather, tree heather and more. They give green charm to the 

mountains, even in winter when the leaves have fallen.

Much of the forests in the park are old and of natural origin — these are the most 

important and valuable forest ecosystems, with the highest biodiversity and best 

environmental features. The wide variety of forests in the park comprises also unique 

complexes as riparian flooded forests and gallery forests along rivers, warm and dry 

weather loving oak groves along the coast, the Mediterranean type of groves of small 

oaks and heather, phillyrea and rockrose, and many other types of forests.

Young coniferous forests

In the Strandja mountains with its natural range of deciduous vegetation of the 

Caucasus, Mediterranean and temperate areas only very few conifers have remained 

today — yew, blue and red juniper. The coniferous forests of black pine, which we 
s sencounter along the route, are created through afforestation between the 50  and 70  

of last century. The first afforestations were made in the thirties of the last century in 

the areas of Malko Turnovo, the Bosnia area and Tsarevo.

Coppice forests

Coppice forests are the result of vegetative propagation and Cregeneration of 

broadleaved species. They are a product of the so called dormant buds located on the 

stump and roots of the felled or damaged stem. Felling of forests and the use of wood 
sfor mining has been practiced since ancient times. In recent history, in the early 1940  

felling of oak forests was practiced widely to produce charcoal. This activity took part 

in the woods near the coast in an area 30—40 km wide, the so called Peripheral 

Strandja.

Pontic rhododendron — the emblem of Strandja

The Pontic (Strandja) rhododendron (Rhododendron ponticum) belongs to is the genus 

Rhododendron (in Bulgaria it has only one more species — the alpine rose). It is an 

evergreen shrub whose relatives in the family Ericaceae are the common heather, tree 

heath, Strandja blueberry and the strawberry tree (kumarka), recently discovered in 

Strandja. 

To Paroriya Beech forest
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The Pontic rhododendron blooms in May and its intoxicating aroma wafts throughout 

the forest. It does not tolerate drought and direct sunlight. Like most relics, it is 

highly vulnerable to changes in environment. The plant is currently found in Strandja 

and the Caucasus while on the Atlantic coast of the Iberian Peninsula and on the 

Canary Islands it has changed to another subspecies. The Pontic rhododendron is listed 

in the Red Book of Bulgaria and is protected by the law. It is also on the lists of various 

international conventions and agreements.

Pontic Rhododendron Festival 

The Pontic Rhododendron Festival was created by the Directorate of Nature Park 

“Strandja” and some associations of people from the local villages to promote the 

opportunities for ecological tourism in the park. The festival is held each year in May 

when the large purple blossoms of the evergreen rhododendron are in full bloom. Its 

events are hosted by different areas of the local municipalities Malko Turnovo and 

Tsarevo and attract a growing number of tourists. Local people, journalists, friends of 

Strandja from across the country and Europe take part. Every year new events are 

added to the festival programme — the opening of interpretive trails, tourist sites, and 

authentic folklore. Visitors can sample delicious dishes from the bazaar of traditional 

local products.

Pontic rhododendron
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Forest at the foot of Mount Papiya 

The forest around Mount Papiya is a unique combination of Euxinian and 

Mediterranean vegetation. On the northern and eastern slopes of the peak, closest to 

the sea, one can see the forests of Oriental beech and Oriental durmast with the 

typical undergrowth of evergreen shrubs like the Pontic rhododendron and other rare 

and endangered plants of the Euxinian flora. 

Tertiary relict species reach Strandja spreading from the Hyrcanian beech forests 

of Northern Iran via the Caucasus, Colchis and the Black Sea coast of Turkey as far as 

the Vitanovo reserve to the west; they are widely distributed throughout Inner 

Strandja.

Bushes and scrubland

On the southern slopes of the peak — from the 500 m height down to the gorge of the 

river Elenitsa and the village Brodilovo — the largest scrubland in Strandja has spread. 

These are Mediterranean shrubs on rocky cliffs, dominated by phillyrea (gripa), bush 

jasmine, mouse ears, asparagus, black bryony and plenty of terebinth. In the most 

inaccessible ledges and crevices in the rocks fig bushes are preserved. 

The rocks are covered with drought resistant carnations and nailwort, maiden's 

hair and other cereal species, combined with moisture-loving ferns growing among 

amazing rock formations such as the so-called “hood”.

The evergreen shrub phillyrea or gripa has traditionally been known in Strandja 

as “parnar”. The word appears in the names of the localities in which the largest 

deposits are to be found – Parnaryat, Golemiyat Parnar.

The bushes and scrubland are what has remained from the splendid antique 

Mediterranean forests of evergreen oaks, cypresses and pines, destroyed by the 

ancient civilizations.  Some species of these bushes have reached Strandja and are 

now growing on the warmest and sunniest places on the exposed southern slopes. 

Until twenty years ago these were the main pastures for the numerous goats and 

sheep of farmers in the area. Left alone after the reduction of grazing in the more 

remote villages, the terebinth and phillyrea bushes have turned into groves 4–5 m 

high.

Parnar (Phillyrea shrubs)
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Tortoises 

The phillyrea bushes along the route are a typical habitat for tortoises. Widespread in 

the past, the two species of tortoises, the spur-thighed tortoise (Testudo graeca) and 

Hermann's tortoise (Testudo hermanni), are now globally threatened species included 

in the Red List of the International Union for Conservation of Nature. They are priority 

of several international conventions and directives.

In Strandja both species are found. They spend the winter buried in the soil of 

the hills facing south. Their life expectancy reaches 110—120 years, but such 

specimens are extremely rare. Tortoises should not be collected and disturbed.

Large beetles

Other important guardians of the equilibrium in the Strandja forests are the beetles.  

Although small, they play an important role. One of the largest and most beautiful 

species is the stag beetle (Lucanus cervus), the largest beetle and one of the biggest 

Bulgarian insects. It reaches 7—8 cm length. In these beetles there is a pronounced 

sexual dimorphism — differences between male and female individuals. In males the 

jaws are highly developed and have the shape of stag horns, hence the Bulgarian name 

of the species. One of the rarest insects, the stag beetle is associated with oak 

forests, where it passes the greater part of its life. Females lay their eggs in old dried 

oak logs. The larvae feed on rotting wood.

Rock grannies

Along the route, on clearings and in the woods, large rounded rocks can be observed, 

often likened to wrapped crouching female figures. Sometimes they are called rock 

grannies. The rock formations in Strandja are usually of granite, monzonite, and 

diorite and less frequently of sedimentary rocks and volcanic rocks with similar 

mineral composition. They are rounded by the effects of the physical processes. Often 

the rocks are made of separate pieces of different sizes and composition, cemented or 

loose. According to their size they are divided into blocks — over 1 m, boulders — from 

10 to 100 cm and smaller — rubble and gravel.  Close to some blocks and boulders, as 

prominent land forms, vestiges of sacred rituals held in ancient times can be found.  

Next to blocks at the foot of Mount Chukaret traces of mound necropolises have been 

observed.

Stag beetle Spur-thighed tortoise
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Birds, Via Pontica

The park is home to 270 species of birds, or two-thirds of the wealth of the Bulgarian 

bird diversity. Nesting species in the park are 133 — over 50% of the breeding species 

in the country. The populations of the white-backed woodpecker, semicollared 

flycatcher, olive-tree warbler and sombre tit in the Nature Park “Strandja” are of 

global importance. Of European importance are the populations of 50 species: white 

and black stork, short-toed eagle, lesser spotted eagle, owl, grey-headed woodpecker, 

great spotted rock thrush and others.

The second largest migratory route of birds in Europe — Via Pontica — goes over 

Strandja. On peak days during the spring and autumn migrations huge flocks of white 

storks — to 40 thousand per day, pelicans — to 2 thousand, common buzzards — to 4 

thousand, and many others can be observed. Globally threatened species such as the 

eastern imperial eagle, ferruginous duck, Dalmatian pelican, pallid harrier, red-footed 

falcon and others fly over the park. The coast of the park is often used for rest and 

wintering by rare and globally endangered migratory birds such as the red-breasted 

goose, European shag, pygmy cormorant, night heron, Mediterranean shearwater and 

others.

Woodpeckers

Known as the “orderlies of the forest”, woodpeckers clean the trees from a number of 

harmful organisms — especially larvae of insects, various beetles such as bark beetles, 

carpenter ants, butterflies, etc., which can lead to the death of the trees. Nearly all 

kinds of woodpeckers typical of Bulgaria can be found in Strandja — the great, middle 

and lesser spotted woodpecker, the Syrian woodpecker, the white-backed, black, 

green and grey-headed woodpecker, and the only migratory species of the order of 

woodpeckers — the wryneck.

Typical of the route are three species – the white-backed woodpecker 

(Dendrocopos leucotos lilfordi), the grey-headed woodpecker (Picus canus) and the 

black woodpecker (Dryocopus martius). The three species and their habitats are 

protected under the Biodiversity Act. Their life depends on the availability of old 

hollow trees where they nest and on the sufficient amounts of dead rotten wood, 

which serves for food and shelter for various types of insects and their larvae. These 
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invertebrates are the primary food for woodpeckers. To ensure normal living 

conditions for these birds in Strandja forests, old decayed trees should not be felled 

and the dead branches and trunks fallen to the ground should not be collected.

Mammals, wolf and jackal

The Nature Park “Strandja” is breeding place of 67 species of mammals, which is 70% 

of the terrestrial mammals in Bulgaria and 45% of the species of this class in Europe. 

The greatest diversity of species is observed in bats — 25 species. There are 12 species 

of bats, 8 species of rodents and 3 species of large mammals on the IUCN Red List. The 

populations of the wolf, wild cat and jackal are recognized as important at the 

European level.

The wolf (Canis lupus) and jackal (Canis aureus) are the largest members of the 

dogs' family and the largest carnivorous mammals (order Carnivora) in Nature Park 

“Strandja”. The wolf reaches body length of 160 cm and weight up to 56 kg, and the 

jackal — up to 105 cm and  weight of 15 kg. The number of wolves is relatively low and 

the species is included in the list of priorities for protection of mammals in the park 

area while the jackal is relatively widespread. The Nature Park is the most important 

protected area for the conservation of wolves in Europe. The wolf and jackal have an 

important role in the regulation of the natural processes in ecosystems. It is well 

known that in areas where they are absent, massive outbreaks of infectious diseases 

among wild hoofed mammals — their main food supply — occur.

Rebel legends

The wolf is a well-known entity in Bulgarian folklore and has many incarnations as a 

guide and guardian. In the songs and tales of the Bulgarian folk tradition from Strandja 

considerable space is given to the rebels or haidouks and their life. Strandja people 

most often sung about the chieftain Vulchan (from 'vulk' – wolf). According to one 

legend Vulchan was born in Malko Turnovo. In response to the Turkish assaults he 

committed murder. Chased, he ran away "across the sea" and ended up in Wallachia 

from where he returned a rebel. Legend has it that Vulchan was haidouk in the 

mountain from spring to autumn. He spent the winters in Stambol where no one knew 

him. In the vast city people sought by police easily covered their tracks. Rebels used 

to roam in Strandja even after the Liberation, as late as the 20s of XX century. The 

best known from the late rebels in Strandja is the chieftain Strati.

Black woodpecker Grey-headed woodpecker White-backed woodpecker
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Fire dancing

Fire dancing (nestinarstvo) is an ancient ritual system in which Christian elements are 

combined with faith in the eternal forces of fire and reviving nature. It is 

characterized by a dance in honor of the saint with bare feet on hot coals. In the 

village of Bulgari fire dancing is performed every year on the day of the Saints 

Constantine and Elena (June 3 old style); in the village of Kosti – on Ilinden (the day of 

St. Elias), in Brodilovo - on the day of St. Panteleimon. The saint most respected by 

fire dancers was St. Constantine called also Svetok and Great father. Fire dancing has 

been officially recognized by UNESCO as one of the two Bulgarian examples of the 

world non-material cultural heritage.

Traditional lifestyle and typical plants and dishes

In the past on the outskirts of hut settlements and villages in Strandja women and 

children used to gather herbs, grasses, mushrooms and wild fruits for food and spices. 

Herbs were believed to be most powerful when picked early in the morning on 

Midsummer. People used to pick also nettles, watercress, dandelion and wild garlic. In 

summer and autumn the villagers gathered crabs, pears, medlars, blackberries, wild 

strawberries, apricots, quinces and others, and dried them for the winter.

People used to pick various mushrooms for food. Some typical everyday dishes 

became a tradition — pickled medlar fruit, beans from Kosti and tomato dishes of the 

huts, the latter were made from a variety of small tomatoes planted among rows of 

crops cultivated by digging or growing on their own in the area of the huts.

Oriental trachystemon 

The Oriental trachystemon (Trachystemon orientalis) is a herbaceous plant that 

prefers the shadows of hydrophilic deciduous forests.  In places among the foliage its 

large green leaves stand out. The plant has been recorded in the Red Book of Bulgaria 

as rare species. It is representative of the Southern Black Sea (Euxenian) floral 

elements preserved as relics in the Strandja Mountain. In such a way the flora of 

Strandja is linked to the Pontic-Euxenian  flora of the Caucasus and Asia Minor. In the 

olden times the plant was used to feed livestock.
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Honeydew honey

Beekeeping and the production of honeydew honey has a long tradition in Strandja.

The season, starting in the second half of April, is most intense in July and ends in 

September. Honeydew is a sweet colorless juice that aphids and other sucking insects 

suck from the leaves, stems and fruit of tree species such as oak, willow, linden, elm, 

pear, cherry, pine and others. Several species of bark-boring beetles have been found 

to cause the dripping of sap in the form of small droplets — honeydew — from tender 

young shoots and branches, where injured. From the places where the sap-sucking 

insects have made breaches for sucking the juice, the sweet liquid keeps on running 

for a long time. There are two types of honeydew — animal (from aphids) and plant 

(honeydew). Bees collect honeydew and the processed sugars of over seventy types of 

aphids. Then they process them to honeydew honey. A strong bees family can produce 

up to 95 kg of honey per season. Honeydew honey from Strandja has particularly 

valuable qualities under the world standards.

Local agricultural practices in the valley of the Veleka

The supplementary materials (www.trails.bsnn.org / materials.html) contain a 

detailed account of some forgotten local agricultural practices in the valley of the 

Veleka River. They are associated with specific terracing of the steep river banks and 

the positioning of borders between the fields, reinforced with wattle fences to keep 

fertile river sediments and prevent erosion. There is also a review of traditional 

livestock in the mountains and an account of the extraordinary healing practice “little 

frog” once used in Strandja by people who raised cattle, buffaloes, sheep and goats.

Oriental trachystemon
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Village of Varvara

The village of Varvara is located on the coast at the foot of Mount Golyamata Papiya. 

It appears on a map of 1788 under the name Vardarah. By the middle of the XIX 

century it was a small fishing village, in which there was a chapel of St. Varvara, a 

saint very much honored by the people of Tsarevo (then Vasilico), Ahtopol, Kosti and 

Brodilovo. Gradually the village took the name of the patron saint.

After the Balkan wars refugees from the large village of Yatrus in Eastern Thrace 

settled here. Livelihood in the past was mainly farming, charcoal production and 

fishing.

Over time, the coastal village gradually grew. In August 2006 the new church “St. 

Varvara” was consecrated. In the past ten years Varvara has become a popular summer 

destination for many nature lovers. The village attracts tourists with its clear sea and 

the proximity of the Strandja Mountain.  The rocky coves with underwater reefs and 

caves are a favorite spot for scuba diving and spear fishing.
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Suggestions for themes with messages about the route

Topic: Forests — a source of life

Theme: Forests serve many valuable functions for components such as air, climate, 

soil, water and living things in nature, so they must be protected and preserved.

Target audience: students, adults, groups between 10 and 15 people.

The story conveys the message that the forest is not a random collection of trees, 

shrubs, grasses and animal species, as well as space for human activities. All these 

elements are inextricably linked and dependent on each other. The dramatic 

consequences of the disappearance of some of them can be developed into an 

interesting storyline. The message is that this unique natural heritage should not be 

destroyed. The story allows for presentation of forest along the route and their 

inhabitants.

Topic: Traditional livelihoods in Strandja

Theme: Agricultural practices preserving the fertile river sediments on the slopes of 

the Veleka River are valuable but forgotten experience that should be described and if 

possible evaluated and demonstrated.

Target audience: nature lovers, researchers and other visitors, groups between 10 and 

15 people.

The story gives an account of how the fertile top soil from steep river banks is washed 

away when they are flooded. It demonstrates with a model or a sketch how the field 

borders and the wattle fences were positioned on the river banks describing their 

function and emphasizing their importance for erosion control. The description of 

traditional practices can serve as a basis for a more extended account of everyday life 

in the past as well as the characteristics of the mountain and its natural resources.

Topic: Pontic (Strandja) rhododendron

Theme: The Pontic (Strandja) rhododendron is emblematic species for the park and its 

history and beauty can be used for the purposes of sustainable management.

Target audience: nature lovers, researchers and other visitors, groups between 10 and 

15 people.

The story follows the paleontological history of the region and presents the Pontic 

Rhododendron Festival , the local brand “Strandja” and sustainable tourism.
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Interpretive route №4 “In the forests of Strandja” 

The route passes through one of the most representative protected areas the 

Paroriya with varied forests and beautiful old trees.

Route type: hiking route with starting point in the village of Kalovo and ending 

point the village of Zabernovo 

Visiting area: Nature Park “Strandja”, passing across the Paroriya Protected Area 

Length of route: about 3―4 hours

Location: The village of Kalovo is located 60 km south of Burgas. It can be 
ndreached starting from Burgas along the international road E87 and going off at the 42  

kilometer in the area of Bosnia, taking the left branch road to the village of Vizitsa. 

The easiest way to reach it is by private transport. The village of Kalovo is 43 km from 

Tsarevo. The village can be reached starting along road 99 and turning right 4 km after 

the village of Kondolovo along the road leading to the village of Vizitsa and Bosnia. 

The route is suitable for any age group of organized or individual visitors

Season: The route is suitable for a visit in the period from April to October, 

especially during the spring and autumn months in dry weather.

Equipment: standard hiking equipment for walking in the mountains — hiking 

shoes, water, sun protection cream, sunglasses, a hat. GPS navigation or a tourist map 

of Strandja can be used. It is recommended that visitors should have a mobile phone 

with well stocked battery.

Peculiarity: The route is not circular and ends in the neighboring village. It is 

strongly recommended to make the trip with a guide.

Short description: The route starts from Kalovo and goes east along the old 

country road, which used to connect Kalovo and Zabernovo. It goes down to Kazanski 

dol and across it, and then gradually climbs to the ridge. There, among the vast 

meadows, under group of old oak trees, is the chapel of St. Petka. The route continues 

south along the road through the Paroriya Protected Area. It goes through forests, 

untouched by human hand, past huge old oak trees with young forest already growing 

under them. The trail swerves to the dolmens, called “Dragons houses”, then goes 

down through beech forests to a spring, crosses the Zaberska River and gradually 

climbs through meadows and ends at the village of Zabernovo.

The next table presents three types of suitable for interpretation topics from 

biodiversity, geological diversity, cultural and historical heritage, linked directly or 

indirectly to physical objects along the route and features of the place. Additional 

information assisting the interpreter is available at: 

www.trails.bsnn.org/materials.html
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Legend Description of the route
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1. Centre of Kalovo village
2. Church St. Georgi
3. Along the old road
4. In Kazanski dol
5. Entering the Paroriya
6. On the slope
7. Fork road to the chapel
8. Chapel of St. Petka
9. Century old trees

10. Clearing

 

12. Hornbeam forest
13. Dolmens
14. Birds of Strandja
15. Humid place Onte
16. 900-year-old Hungarian oak
17. Spring on the slope to the river
18. Ford at Zaberska River
19. On the forest outskirts
20. Church of St. Luka

 

11. Along the forest path

Kalovo
1

2

3

5

6

10

11

12

13

14

16

15

19

8

9

7

Za
be

rs
ka

 R
iv

er

18
2 km

St. Georgi

St. Petka

Zabernovo

20

St. Luka

4

17

Paroriya
Protected Area

Ka
za

ns
ki

 d
ol

fountain

village

old tree

church

chapel

panoramic view

spring



65

№ Name Location Thematic direction of the interpretation

Biodiversity Geodiversity, 
natural history, 
geology

Cultural and 
historical 
heritage

1 Meeting place — meet and 
greet 

Centre of 
Kalovo 
village

Route of the 
trail and 
protected 
areas in 
Strandja

Strandja and the 
Black Sea, ancient 
past and history

Cultural and 
historical 
monuments in 
Strandja

2 In Kalovo Church St. 
Georgi

Ruptsi, folklore 
and customs. 
Houses in 
Strandja. Church 
of St. Georgi  

3 Forests of Strandja Along the old 
road

Forests of 
Strandja and 
varieties in 
the region

 

4 Mixed forests In Kazanski 
dol

Mixed old 
forests of 
Oriental 
beech and 
oak — 
hornbeam, 
Turkey oak 
and shrub 
species

5 Nature protection Entering the 
Paroriya

Protected areas

6 Paleontological history On the slope Paleontological 
history of the 
region

7 Climate and soils Fork road to 
the chapel

Climate and soils — 
characteristics and 
unique features

8 Religion and beliefs Chapel of St. 
Petka

 Strandja chapels, 
Hesychasm

9 Importance of very old 
trees

Century old 
trees

Importance 
of very old 
forests

Legends of the 
trees and animals

10 Native trees and shrubs Clearing Local species of 
fruit trees and 
shrubs, use in 
everyday life



Geodiversity, 
natural history, geology

Cultural and historical 
heritage

Biodiversity

LEGEND
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№ Name Location Thematic direction of the interpretation

Biodiversity Geodiversity, 
natural history, 
geology

Cultural and 
historical 
heritage

11 Inhabitants of the forest Along the 
forest path

Large 
predators — 
wolf and 
jackal, 
woodpeckers 

12 Горски растения Hornbeam 
forest

Hornbeam 
on karst 
terrain

13 Dolmens in Strandja Dolmens Dolmens Location 
and orientation

Legends about 
dragons and their 
loved ones

14 Birds and their 
conservation

Birds of 
Strandja 

Birds of 
Strandja 

Via Pontica

15 Aquatic life, fish, 
amphibians

Humid place 
Onte

Protected 
animal 
species, 
fish, 
amphibians

16 Giant trees 900-year-old 
Hungarian oak

Old Oriental 
beech 
forests of 
varied ages

Variety of the 
relief of Strandja

17 Waters and aquatic life Spring on the 
slope to the 
river 

Water resources of 
the mountain

18 Undergrowth, 
characteristic species

Ford at the 
Zaberska 
River  

Evergreen 
undergrowth

 

19 Protected flowers and 
shrubs 

On the forest 
outskirts 

Protected 
plant 
species

Strandja traditions 
and local products, 
cuisine of Strandja

20 Local history and customs Church of St. 
Luka

 Zabernovo village



Internal network of protected areas in the park

An internal network of 31 protected areas with their own regime of protection has 

been established on the territory of the nature park with the aim to preserve its 

important ecosystems and nature sites. These are reserves, protected areas and 

nature landmarks.  

In the Nature Park Strandja there are five strict reserves — Silkosia, 

Uzunbudzhak, Tisovitsa, Sredoka and Vitanovo; they are preserved as specimens of 

virgin forests of South Euxenian type. Commercial use is prohibited there, only 

research and educational activities along the marked paths is allowed. In the 14 

protected areas it is allowed to conduct activities that support the natural processes, 

allowing some uses which do not affect the environment significantly. The eight 

landmarks are rare and representative spots of inanimate nature — landscapes, rocks, 

and others, which are important for science and culture.

Cultural and historical layers

In Strandja the cultural layers alternate almost continuously — from the Stone and 

Bronze Age, megalithic Thracian culture, antiquity, the Middle Ages, the Bulgarian 

National Revival up to our most recent history — at a concentration that is rare in 

Europe. A striking example is the archaeological site near the village of Evrenezovo. 

Megalithic culture is represented mainly by the remains of Thracian fortifications 

(gradishta), stone sanctuaries, dolmens, necropolises and votive tablets with the 

image of the Thracian horseman (Heros). Close to the town of Malko Turnovo are the 

two domed Thracian shrines (Mishkova niva and Propada).

Kalovo

The name of Kalovo means “good” and “strong”, “tempered”. The villagers are known 

as the most hospitable in Strandja and for their love of cleanliness.

Kalovo, as other villages in Strandja, keeps the memory of some of their old 

“yurtishta” (locations), which dates their history at least to the time of the Second 

Bulgarian Kingdom. These are the Old Village (a dragon allegedly lived there  and 

many people were sick), Tenkoto Brudce, Sarazhovo — the name probably came from 

the Bulgarian word “sar” (white) and meant “white stone” or “white fortress”. Many 

tourist guides say that the village's name comes from the Greek language, although 
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Greeks never lived in inner Strandja. Linguists offer more a more plausible 

interpretation. The village of Kalovo was founded in the Middle Ages by Bulgarians and 

most probably, like most local settlements of people from the ethnographic group 

Ruptsi, its name was selected so that it should have a protective effect. 

Strandja houses

The most ancient Strandja houses have a great resemblance to the “Dragons houses”— 

the dolmens preserved around the village in the areas  Zmeyuvi kashti (Dragons 

houses) and Pohlupen kamak (Topped stone). The first houses described by folklorists 

were “zemalni” — i.e. built of stone, clay and oak beams and boards cut on the spot 

and assembled without nails, with an elongated plan as dolmens. They consisted of a 

shelter (ayet), room with fireplace (home) and second inner space (the so called 

zanitsa or inside house). The doors were arranged along the longitudinal axis. The 

Strandja house was built to fit the area, following the lines of the environment.

Ruptsi — the oldest population in Strandja Mountain

People belonging to the Ruptsi ethnographic community inhabit the villages along the 

rivers Rezovska and Veleka — Resovo, Bulgari, Kondolovo, Gramatikovo, Malko Turnovo, 

Slivarovo, Stoilovo, Brushlyan, Zvezdets, Zabernovo, Byala Voda, Kalovo, Indje 

Voivoda, Novo Panicharevo.
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A number of Strandja folklore motifs highlight the high Bulgarian consciousness of 

the Ruptsi; they considered themselves to be more “genuine Bulgarians” than the 

other ethnographic groups. The Ruptsi used as a distinguishing feature their physical 

appearance. Especially revealing was the fair “white” color of the face and the white 

color of the folk costumes, which become the moral and aesthetic norm. The Ruptsi 

impress people with  their cheerful disposition, rebellious spirit, the wealth of songs 

and dances, the distinctive old traditional costumes and especially with their 

mythological imagery and ancient rituals.

Church of St. Georgi

The Church of St. Georgi in Kalovo was probably built in the XVIII c. It has specific 

elongated plan like other preserved village churches and chapels — the proportions are 

1:3 или 1:3.5. This style was introduced by the necessity to conceal the church 

building making it look as residential. Besides the religious tradition required the 

women’s section to be isolated from the central area, and in one nave churches, this 

can be done on one level, along the length of the building.  It was also obligatory to 

hide the hide the semicircular arch (apse) deeply into the eastern wall. In the 

churchyard there is a deep well (bunar) said to be as deep as the length of the church 

building.  Stupans (patrons) of Kalovo were a bull and a man, who went out of this 

bunar every night and struggled until the break of dawn, but no one prevailed and 

they went back into the well again. 

In the church there are preserved icons of a local artist and some donated metal 

obrutsi (small votive objects — human figures or body parts of silver or silver-plated, 

which are donated to the patron saint for the purpose of praying for health).

Legend of the Hasekiya

When Sultan Murad around 1362 began to capture the fortresses of Strandjan, he 

besieged the town fortress Urdoviza (today Kiten), where the Boyar’s daughter named 

Stana Urdovizka lived. She was so beautiful that the Sultan offered to make her his 

wife. The girl put as a condition a special will which was the following: to have part of 

her native land, as much as a rider on horseback could travel around from sunrise to 

sunset, exempt from all taxes of the Sultan. For the ruler, the wish was easy and he 

readily agreed to perform it. So early in the morning Stana Urodovizka started on her 
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“flying” horse and rode southwest throughout the day crossing the wooded hills and 

ravines of Strandja. The stallion bathed in foam, but Stana was in a hurry. At dusk she 

had traveled round the villages Urdoviza, Urgari (today Bulgari), Murzevo (today 

Kondolovo), Gramatikovo, Zabernovo, Kalovo, Stoilovo, Byala Voda and a few others to 

the west — a total of 17 villages. She rode with last efforts along the wooded Strandja 

ridge to the Black Sea coast. Upon reaching the bay, the horse and the beautiful 

noblewoman of Urdoviza were so fatigued that they found their death there. Since 

then the bay is named Atliman (Horse’s Bay) and the area that Stana managed to 

travel round was named Hasekiya — privileged land, exempted from taxes.

Characteristic tree species of the Strandja forests

The most characteristic tree species that can be seen on the route are Hartwiss oak 

(Quercus hartwissiana), Hungarian oak (Quercus frainetto), Turkey oak (Quercus 

cerris), Oriental beech (Fagus orientalis), common hornbeam (Carpinus betulus), 

common aspen (Populus tremula), flowering ash (Fraxinus ornus), black alder (Alnus 

glutinosa), silver linden (Tilia tomentosa), medlar (Mespilus germanica) and others.

Chapel of St. Petka

The Chapel of St. Petka is located 3 km southeast of the village of Kalovo in the area 

Manastiret or Balakliya, part of the Paroriya Protected Area. It is honored by the 

residents of both Kalovo and nearby Zabernovo. The chapel was built on the site of a 

medieval monastery of the same name. The chapel is a low stone building with square 

plan and four-slope roof. There is an arch in the east wall, slightly protruding, with 

rectangular shape. The two doors — on the west and south side, are arched. In the 

arch of the south gate the carved year of construction 1869 can be seen. In the 

vicinity of the chapel there are traces of an old settlement and a large monastic 

complex of buildings. There is good reason to believe that the medieval fortress 

Ugresh was situated there. The fortress was mentioned in a transcript of a book of 

prayers from the year 1600 made by the monk Vasilii. In support of this hypothesis 

there are numerous toponyms used today: Ugrash (height ), Ugrashki Izvor (spring), 

Ugrashki Dol (vale) Ugrashki Gyol (puddle) and others, which  phonetically are very 

close to Ugresh. According to researcher Goro Gorov, in the XIV c., the Paroriyan 

monastic complex of St. Gregory of Sinai, the famous preacher of Hesychasm was 

situated right there.
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Hesychasm

Hesychasm (from Greek: peace, quiet, solitude ) is a mystical movement in Orthodox 

Christianity, which aims to restore the broken relationship between man and God. 

According to Hesychasts through silence, intense prayer and reflection the believer 

can attain union with God, and thus restore the connection. There is every reason to 

believe that in the Xth century in Bulgaria Ivan Rilski practised the method of 

contemplation, mental self-control and silence. Hesychasm spread at the end of XIII 

and the beginning of the XIV century in Mount Athos and other cloisters in Asia Minor 

and the Balkans. Around 1335 one of the leading proponents of this doctrine, the 

Byzantine monk St. Gregory of Sinai, with help from the Bulgarian Tsar Ivan Alexander 

built a monastery of his in the Strandja Mountain, in Paroriya. Monks from Byzantium, 

Bulgaria and Serbia quickly began to flock there, attracted by the fame of St. Gregory 

of Sinai. His students were a number of Bulgarians, including Romil of Vidin and 

Theodosius, who later became the Patriarch of Turnovo. Strong development of this 

way of life began in Bulgaria and  quickly spread throughout the Orthodox world.

Paroriya Protected Area

It is situated between the steep valleys of the Zaberska River and Kazanski dol, 

between the villages Kalovo and Zabernovo. Its centuries old forest, the ruins of 

medieval monasteries and dozens of chapels scattered around make it one of the most 

precious territories in the Nature Park Strandja. The Paroriya Protected Area occupies 

988.6 ha and was given the current status in 1991 in order to “preserve the territory 

occupied by primeval forest vegetation (forests), combined with cultural landmarks”. 

It is part of the Nature Park Strandja and the Strandja protected areas under the EU 

birds and habitats directives of the Natura 2000 European ecological network. 

Soils

Within the Mediterranean soils region the park covers the most representative part of 

the Strandja soil province, characterized by more humid soils and inversion in the 

position of cinnamon forest soils. On the park territory there are 7 soil types, among 

which the leached cinnamon and cinnamon soils (Luvisols) predominate — 50%. Within 

the park is the only distribution of yellow soils in Europe — their development under 

the South Euxinean woodland vegetation reveals their natural relations with the lower 

valleys of the Caucasus and the humid subtropical and equatorial regions.
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Protected species — fish and amphibians 

The route crosses two small rivers on the territory of the park, which belongs to the 

Black Sea catchment area. The most important rivers that pass through the park are 

the Veleka and the Rezovska. 

In the waters of the park 42 species of freshwater and anadromous fish have been 

identified, and another 70 species live in the coastal waters. Rated by the richness of 

its water fauna the park ranks among the top places in Europe. The number of relict 

species is significant — 9 Ponto-Caspian (small chub, shad, Begendik harip and six 

species of gobies) and 5 Boreal relicts (Black Sea trout, eel, three-spined stickleback, 

flounder and sea perch). Twelve species of fish in the park are endangered species.  

Ten species of amphibians have been identified in the park — over 50% of the 

species occurring in the country, as well as 24 species of reptiles or 70% of the 

common species in Bulgaria.

Very old forests of Oriental durmast 

Very old forests in the country remain less and less and their protection is a high 

priority. One of the great merits of the route is that it passes through one of the few 

remaining very old forests of the mountain. To date, similar specimens of living nature 

are preserved only in nature reserves. Within the Paroriya Protected Area there are 

some examples of authentic, almost uninfluenced centuries old different age forests 

of Oriental durmast, Hungarian oak and Turkey oak, which are the predominant tree 

species found in the mountains. Primary forests in Strandja are complex formations of 

trees of different ages, height and thickness of the stem. Under a canopy of tall trees 

there are other trees — of a lower grade, smaller in height and under them are the 

shrub species. 

These are communities intricate in structure and mutual influences, making them 

all the more valuable in their complex environment-forming functions. Some 

remarkable old oak trunks have are dated between 300 and 500 years. Individual trees 

that still live today are 800—900 years old. They are the only living witnesses of 

historical events from ancient Bulgarian history. The natural death of single old trees is 

the basis of the circulation of substances in nature, an irrevocable process of life on 

earth. In the temperate latitudes, where we  live, oak trees live the longest between 

500—700 years, sometimes more.
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Hut settlements

Population growth in Strandja villages required more land, especially in the low fertile 

mountains. New fields were “opened” always at the expense of the forest. People 

applied three methods: burning, uprooting of trees and egrek, summer sheep pens. 

New summer pen fields were opened by shepherds who did not take their sheep to 

winter grazing by the sea. This was done in the following way. The shepherd chose an 

“earthy” place about 1—2 decares and surrounded it with a fence, then closed the 

sheep inside. This happened in April and May. Every 2—3 weeks the pen was moved to 

a new location. So for one season about 2—3 decares were made fertile “nagyubeni”. 

About two to three years were necessary to open fields from 7 to 10 decares. Apart 

from that, from May to September new pens were made to supply manure to the old 

fields. One square meter was given to a sheep. The sheep were closed inside in the 

evening and on the eighth day the flock was moved to a new pen. The moving took 

between 1—2 hours. The sheep in the pen destroyed all weeds and shrubs. To put 

enough manure on a field of 60 decares, a farmer had to possess about 150 sheep. A 

good farmer could not exist without the sheep. Therefore, since ancient times 

Strandja is known as “the mother of sheep”, as Homer called it.

Hornbeam on karst terrain

Drought-resistant formations of hornbeam on karst terrain do not have great 

distribution and are most often the result of human activity over the centuries. They 

are near populated areas and the vegetation consists of single oak trees and 

hornbeam, flowering ash and shrubs — dogwood, hawthorn, maple, hazel and others. 

In the true forest they occupy the second floor under a canopy of oaks and move in 

where there are fallen or felled tree. About the dolmens on the route plant formations 

dominated by hornbeam can be observed. It is one of the most drought-resistant 

species of the flora of the country growing in poor, dry and shallow soils, and its 

presence here is just a confirmation of its features. The tree develops very well on 

land with limestone bedrock. Single Turkey oak trees and more rarely Hungarian oak 

trees can be seen, which shows that in the past there was a forest with tall trees of 

oak, just like in the vicinity. Most likely man through the ages has used the wood and 

the oak trees have been cut. Hornbeam formations perform security functions, and are 

essential for the preservation of steep terrains from wind and water erosion. 
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Dolmens

Dolmens are monuments of megalithic culture, dating back three thousand years ago, 

to the early Iron Age period (XII—VI century BC.). They are built of huge thick stone 

slabs with very little shaping by the human hand. Dolmens are located mostly on 

mountain ridges and slopes, on open places with a good view. Their design usually 

consists of a corridor and one or two cameras. All of them were covered with a mound 

of stones and earth. The mound ends with a stone wall called krepis surrounding the 

dolmen and supporting the soil so that it should not collapse.

The entrances to the dolmens are oriented to the sunny side (south, southeast, 

southwest) and always remain open and accessible. Their function is not yet 

completely clarified. Some scientists believe that they were primitive mausoleums or 

religious centers, where certain rituals were performed for many centuries. Others 

suggest that they were family tombs. This hypothesis is supported by the two funerals 

found in the dolmens near the village of Zabernovo included in this itinerary.

Undoubtedly one of the purposes of their construction and operation is related to 

the practice of the dualistic religion of the Thracians – worship of the sun and the 

underworld. Among the local population Strandja mounds are called “Dragons houses”, 

“topped stone”, “reindeer graves”, i.e. places inhabited by higher forces. Over the 

centuries these sacred pagan places have become receivers of the new Christian faith.
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Legends of the dolmens

In Strandja the dolmens, called “Dragons houses”, are associated with the ancient 

legends about dragons in human form who stole pretty girls. According to the legends, 

that happened in the summer — on Midsummer Day and Dog Days. It is said that the 

only thing which made the dragon different from ordinary people were the small wings 

under the arms. They were hidden under clothing and no one understood that this was 

a villain in disguise. Usually the dragon possessed the mind of the girl and she became 

obsessed with her lover. Old legends have preserved the rituals with which this love 

can be “cured”. The girl got on a cart without the rave and was driven out of the 

village in the direction of the sun. When reaching a slope, the cart had to be 

dismantled and the parts — thrown to different sides. The tradition is strongly 

reminiscent of the solar ceremonies, because the wheel of the cart is a symbol of the 

sun.

Village of Zabernovo

The village of Zabernovo is located south of the Bosnian ridge at the foot of the hill 

Ugrash. Ugrash is a watershed between the rivers Dudenovska and Zelenikovska to the 

north, Oryashka to the east, and Strumnitsa and Zaberska to the south. Ugrash is 

widely acknowledged rebels venue, a favorite meeting place for the famous bands of 

the Strandja chieftains. There are several theories about the origin of the name of the 

village — from words of Thracian and Proto Bulgarian roots. Zabernovo settled at its 

current location about 250—300 years ago. After many vicissitudes of history today the 

village is inhabited by about 40 permanent residents. The writer of children’s 

literature Dyado Blago (Stoyan Roussev) and the ethnographer, folklorist and 

researcher Goro Gorov were born in Zabernovo. 
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Landmarks

The church of St. Luka is the oldest rural church in inner Strandja, surviving several 

fires, a monument of culture of the XVIII c. There are suggestions its original 

construction was in the XVІІ c. It is a single nave church with a narthex and is half-

hidden in the ground. The floor is covered with ceramic tiles, made on the spot. The 

walls are made of crushed stone. The apse was built in a later period (after 1830). On 

the outside the building is decorated with brick ornament known as “wolf tooth” and a 

travertine block with embossed cross with equal arms. At the altar five niches were 

built, and in the middle there is a round window with a grid of two crossed sticks. On 

the west and south side of the church there is an open vestibule. In the XIX c. its 

southern part was turned into additional room, which hosted a religious school. Today 

the school is reconstructed and adapted for tourist visits.

In the chapel of St. Georgi is located about 2 km south of the village. At the altar, 

instead of an icon of the saint there is a votive tablet depicting the Thracian 

horseman. The votive plaque and icon was excavated during the construction of the 

chapel after a local woman Bozka had a prophetic dream. The Chapel of St. Dukh 

(Spirit) is 1 km east of Zabernovo, next to a dolmen In the surroundings, there are 

many Thracian and ancient monuments — dolmens and mounds. Four kilometers 

Church St. Luka

Strandja house
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southeast of Zabernovo on the bend of the river Shtrumnitsa, there are remains of an 

early Byzantine fortress. In Rupite area there is evidence of metallurgical activity. 

Suggestions for themes with messages about the route

Topic: Very old trees

Theme: The unique very old trees along the route have to be preserved as remarkable 

objects of the natural heritage which all of us can be proud of.

Target audience: school children, university students, nature lovers, members of 

tourist societies and other visitors, groups between 10 and 20 people.

The story tells how the life of the 900 year old Hungarian oak began and gives some 

detail about the distribution of the tree species in Strandja. Let us imagine that this 

centuries old tree is an architectural monument of the same age — it surely would 

have been the object of special protection, study and conservation. The oak is all the 

more valuable because it is a unique living monument which was witness to many 

events in the region all associated with landmarks on the route. The culmination of 

the story is when the group reaches the unique old tree toward the end of the route.

Topic: Life of villagers in Strandja

Theme: The two villages on the route and what has remained of the previous fields on 

the mountain slopes reveal a past everyday way of life and making a living which were 

close to nature and consistent with the natural cycles. The desire to preserve the 

knowledge and experience of the past and rediscover the culture of moderation is 

useful for rethinking of the prospects of modern development. 

Target audience: nature lovers, researchers and other visitors, groups between 10 and 

15 people.

The story of the houses, customs and everyday life of the Ruptsi – giving also an 

account of their most characteristic beliefs and traditions, healing practices and 

holidays — is a journey back in time which gives clear messages to the contemporary 

civilized world. They contain many forgotten and unexplored secrets that are 

important to the present and the future.

Aprons of the Ruptsi costume
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Topic: Christianity and ancient traditions of belief in Strandja 

Тема: The Strandja chapels and the legendary monastery of St.Gregory of Sinai are 

associated with the spirit of mysticism and harmony with nature, which is typical of 

the mountain can be felt today. This is a unique experience for many visitors in these 

forests, untouched by human hand.

Target audience: nature lovers and other visitors, groups between 8 and 12 people.

The story tells of traditional beliefs and Hesychasm with the magnificent scenery of 

nature as a background.
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