




What is InterTrails?

In autumn 2011, the environmental NGO Mare Nostrum and 

other organisations in countries bordering the Black Sea began 

implementing the project “Interpretative Trails on the Ground: 

Support to the Management of Natural Protected Areas in the 

Black Sea Region”, or InterTrails for short. The partner organisa-

tions are Black Sea NGO Network (Bulgaria), Black Sea (Odes-

sa) Branch of the Ukrainian Environmental Academy of Science 

(Ukraine), Community Foundation Sustainable Development of 

Cahul (Moldova) and the Black Sea Eco Academy in Georgia.

The project, which lasts for two years and whose total 

cost amounts to 396 912.00 EUR, is funded by the European 

Union through the Joint Operational Programme “Black Sea 

Basin 2007-2013”. The project slogan is “Nature without 

borders”, and further details about the project are available 

at www.trails.bsnn.org.

The project includes the creation of interpretive trails in pro-

tected areas around the Black Sea. The trail names are meant 

to provide visitors with a personal meaning of nature, and the 

in this brochure and 20 interpretative points. 

Tour operators in the Black Sea region, particularly those 

in coastal areas, are thus in a better position to meet increasing 

demand for nature-themed holidays. At the moment, these attrac-

to the sustainable use of natural resources, it would appear that 

both private tour operators and national environmental agencies 

share the common objective of enabling people to enjoy nature 

while protecting the environment against all forms of damage. 

However, striking a balance between enjoying and protecting na-

ture still remains a challenge. 

Another project goal is to attempt to establish an interna-

tional structure capable of interpreting aspects of biodiversity, 

geodiversity and culture, ultimately leading to the creation of a 

network of interpretive trails around the Black Sea. This would 

give all tourists access to the Black Seat trek network. 

2



The charmed land of Dobruja stands witness to the pas-
sage of time and to the endurance of monastic life. It is a land of 
beauty, old age, tranquillity and spiritual life; the caves dotting the 
area are known to have been inhabited by hermits since ancient 
times. Ecclesiastic life includes not only solitary monks, but also 
places of worship, priests and congregations.  

Cassian, which still preserves the tranquil spirit of monasticism. 
Dobruja used to be a seat of Christian learning where famous 

people which St. Andrew found residing between the Danube 
and the sea had its own beliefs, more closely related to magic 
than religion, and no coherent philosophical or religious system. 
These beliefs, as preserved in traditions related to the agrarian 
and pastoral calendar, lasted under Roman rule until the end of 
the 1st century, as indicated by the amulets and clay statuettes of 
local gods. Soon after St. Andrew’s evangelisation, Christianity 
spread quickly in Dobruja and was adopted as a matter of course, 
presumably as the new people about to be formed was ready to 
receive Christ. However, the Gospels did not oust the ancient 
gods; no temples were destroyed, no idols were crushed to the 

instead, a popular version of pagan beliefs was adapted to suit 
Christianity and has been preserved to this day. Dobruja is strewn 
with monasteries such as Dervent, Celic Dere, the cave of St 
Andrew the Apostle, all potent symbols of the locals’ faith.

-
tory. At the crossroads between one road connecting the North 
Sea to the Black Sea across Central Europe, and another road 
connecting the port cities of the Eastern Mediterranean to the 
Black Sea steppe, Dobruja has seen a 
tormented history. One army followed 
another: the Persians, the Greeks, no-
madic barbarians, Islamic rule that cut 
us off from the sea and turned Dobruja 
into a road for invading armies moving 
from the Russian steppe to the Bal-
kans and Constantinople. The ancient 
place of origin of the Romanian people 
fell under the darkness of barbarous 
rule, and was to rise to civilisation 
again only after 1877.  

The limestone mountains prove 

the bedrock consists of Precambrian 
greenschist dating back to 0.5-2 bil-
lion years ago, which makes it the 
oldest in the country; occasional rows 

of craggy boulders rise to the surface as a result of weathering. 
The overlaying limestone was formed during the Jurassic and 
the Cretaceous; they still retain the shape of coral colonies, up 
to 15-30 m tall, resembling funnels, horseshoes, pyramids, and 
erratic blocks that look like towers. The local karst topography is 
interesting enough, with limestone cliffs, poljes, sinkholes, small 
valleys, clints, holes and caves resulting from karst processes. 

from sub-Mediterranean shrubbery covering the humid valleys to 
mahaleb cherry trees (Padus mahaleb), Oriental hornbeam 
(Carpinus orientalis), shrubby jasmine (Jasminum fruti-
cans) and crocuses (Crocus chrysanthus, Crocus pal-
lasii) on the hill sides. The natural, historical and geographic 

Pontic, typical of the southern steppes of the Black Sea coast, 
and abounds in Pontic, Balkan and Mediterranean species, which 
makes it very distinct from the rest of the country. Endemic spe-
cies include Campanula romanica, which can be seen on 
the rocks along our trail, and Ornithogalum amphibolum. 

Dobruja in a couple of footsteps
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interest, such as Alyssum saxatile,  Allium saxatile, Dian-
thus nardiformis, Parietaria serbica.

The local fauna is no less interesting; many characteris-
tic species give a Mediterranean feel to the region.   Banded 
demoiselles (Calopteryx splendens) swarm along the coast 
during their migration. One can also spot the European pond 
turtle (Emys orbicularis) and the Eastern four-lined ratsnake 
(Elaphe quatuorlineata/ E. sauromates). Vipers can also 
be found in Dobruja (the local horned viper, Vipera amodytes 
montadoni), but the likelihood of actually coming across one is 
low. The spur-thighed tortoise (Testudo graeca) and Lacerta 
trilineata dobrogica, a green lizard, are typical of the region. 

Hikers along the coastal trail will be thrilled to watch the bird 
-

gration routes of the majority of migrating birds, from the Eastern 
imperial eagle (Aquila heliaca), to the ambushing long-legged 
buzzard ( ), the European nightjar (Caprim-
ulgus europaeus), the Saker falcon (Falco cherrug), the 
black woodpecker (Dryocopus martius). The mammal spe-
cies are equally varied, from the European hare (Lepus euro-
paeus) to polecats (Vormela peregusna Vulpes 
vulpes), numerous European ground squirrel (Spermophilus 
citellus) running across your path. Dobruja is also home to en-
demic mammal species such as the European hamster (Crice-
tus cricetus), the marbled polecat (Vormela peregusna) 
and the Southern birch mouse (Sicista subtilis).

Dobruja has seen a tumultuous history and has had a lot 
to suffer either at the hands of nomadic peoples or as a result 

from the one to the south of the Danube, traditionally dealt in ag-
-

vines. Transhumance is a common trait of pastoral life; it may 
be characteristic of certain ages or certain places only. However, 
it has always been a characteristic of Romanian pastoral com-
munities. Particularly when Dobruja was under foreign rule, the 
annual transhumance of shepherds from Romania contributed 
greatly to the strengthening of both economic and spiritual ties 
to “the country”.  

The rocks covering 11 000 hectares have been silent wit-
ness to transhumance. Unless you are a geology buff, you may 

scorched by the sun, but former coral reefs that used to lie on 

tourist these are mere details. Visitors don’t get to see the history, 
but the beauty of the pristine landscape.  

Local traditions such as 
-

ing”, “Epiphany” and 
wassailing can offer 

you a glimpse into 
Dobruja’s past. 

-

. 
“ P a p a r u d a ” 

takes place on Easter Tuesday and consists of sprinkling water 
over a group of girls or young women who visit all the households 

Sowing is a New Year custom in which children go from 
one house to another, throwing grains of wheat and wishing for a 
good harvest in the year to come.

A watchful guardian, the Saker falcon (Falco cherrug) 
hovers above the area, in search of prey.

The endpoint of the trail is St. John Cassian’s Cave. A re-
nowned theologian and a founder of monastic rule, the saint lived 
here as an ascetic in the 4th century. The word “of the Cassians”, 
inscribed in stone, is incontrovertible proof that the place belongs 
to the Casian village. The closest human settlement relative to 
the inscribed rock dates back to the saint’s time. The inscription 

bordering on the cave hill. The saint wrote about the Cassians 
as well-off people who could afford to provide their children with 
a Christian education. The inscriptions are important because 
they also mention the Lesser Cave, i.e. the Saint’s cave, which 
was on the Cassians’ land. According to the Saint’s writings, the 
cave was used for liturgical celebration and monks were living in 
the vicinity. As indicated by its name and as a formerly inhabited 
cave, Saint Cassian’s Cave is a religious landmark, occasionally 
visited by pilgrims.

According to local legend, Saints Nicholas and Cassian 
were on their way to a village, when they met a peasant who 
asked them to help him get his wagon unstuck from the mud. 
Cassian was reluctant to get his clean clothes soiled and stood 
by the roadside, watching. Saint Nicholas, on the other hand, 
rolled up his sleeves, went knee-deep into the mud and put his 
shoulder to the wheel to get the wagon unstuck. God punished 
Cassian by ordering that his feast be celebrated every four years, 
on 29 February, whereas Saint Nicholas should be celebrated 
twice every year. The monastery may be isolated in the middle of 
the Dobrujan wilderness, atop a solitary hill, miles away from any 
human settlement, but when you reach it, you still get the feeling 
that everything is possible with divine intervention.
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