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Introduction 
 
My name is Graham Gunn, I am thirty four years old and I have been 
employed in horticulture for nearly twenty years. I am currently manager of 
Kevock Garden Plants in Lasswade, Edinburgh and I have worked for them 
for nearly 6 years. 
 
After an incredibly successful trip two years ago to China, in Sichuan and 
Yunnan, we had created a group of people that had now caught the bug for 
expeditions and the plants and people that you see on these trips. We now 
needed another destination for an expedition. 
 
One wet, winter’s day Ngaire and I went to Stella and David's house and sat 
down with an old, large copy of The Times Atlas of the World and began to 
look at places of interest. After a few hours of looking at old boundaries and 
countries that we were not sure if they still even existed we settled on 3 
locations, the Tian Shan, a return trip to China and the Caucasus Mountains.  
 
We then realised that to make the most of these expeditions you need 
someone who can speak the language and drivers to get you to some of the 
most remote places. We then began to think of people we knew who could 
help us with these criteria and it was then we remembered Alex Samokhin (a 
Russian self employed gardener now living in Perthshire) from the SRGC 
discussion weekend in 2017. 
 
After meeting him for the first time it was clear that he would be a very good 
addition to the group and essential for us to get away from the highly 
populated tourist areas and into the mountains. We asked around the original 
group that went to China but unfortunately 2 of them had commitments which 
meant that they wouldn't be able to make this trip and so we needed to find 2 
more willing volunteers.  
 
Robin Perutz is a very experienced walker and naturalist, specialising in wild 
flowers and birds and a good friend of Stella and David, so he became part of 
the group along with Sally O'Halloran. Sally is a university teacher in 
landscape architecture at Sheffield University and has a very wide ranging 
knowledge of plants and trees. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Aims and Objectives 
 
The main aim of the trip is to further my knowledge of plants and how to grow 
them by exploring the different habitats in which they grow. It is also to see 
the difference in plants and habitats over a wide range of altitudes and soil 
conditions. 
 
We were also planning on spending one week in Lago-Naki, which is a 
limestone based environment, with very minimal human interference due to it 
being a nature reserve. The second week would be spent in Arkhyz, where 
the soil types would be a lot more varied and due to its increased popularity 
as a ski resort it would be interesting to see the influence humans have had 
on this area. 
 
Objectives 
 
Within the nursery at Kevock Garden plants we struggle to grow a lot of plants 
from the Caucasus Mountains and a lot of these plants would be seen on this 
trip. Seeing how these plants grow in nature and the environments in which 
they grow will help us to successfully propagate and nurture these very rare 
and highly prized plants. 
 
Within my role as manager at the nursery there are lots of chances for me to 
share knowledge that I will gain on this trip. We exhibit at various shows 
throughout the year and some of these plants will be used in our displays and 
therefore this knowledge can be passed on and then shared with others. We 
also work with some private gardens, where after seeing the environments 
and conditions that these plants need; they can be placed in the correct 
situation within the garden. 
 
As this will be my first trip in which I will be leader this will be a very important 
point in my personal development and will hopefully led to more expeditions in 
the future. There is no real comparison to learning about expeditions and 
seeing the exacting conditions plants need, other than being on them. 
 
The Caucasus Mountains are also famed for their high levels of endemicity so 
this will be a place to see plants that only occur in these tiny pockets of the 
world. 
 
It is an excellent networking opportunity and will hopefully lead to more 
expeditions in the future, exchanges of information and future collaborations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Introduction to my Report 
 
Whilst on this expedition I was amazed by the range and quality of the plants 
that we saw, and also some of the combinations of plants growing together 
that we would never normally choose in horticulture. The meadows were 
exceptional and it is very rare you walk through one with plants in it that are 
taller than yourself! 
 
The Caucasus Mountains contain about 6,300 species of vascular plants and 
of those; about 1,600 are endemic to that region. The environments range 
from sub tropical to semi desert and rank as one of the world's biodiversity 
hotspots by the WWF (Caucasus Nature Fund, 2018). 
 
Endemism was something that really struck me on this trip and how it occurs 
and the types of plants that can evolve. There are two types of endemism, 
paloendemic and neoendemic. Paloendemism is used to describe species 
that used to be found over a wide range and are now confined due to a wide 
range of reasons but mainly habitat disruption. Neoendemism is used to 
describe species that occur due to geographical isolation. (AnimalSake, 2017). 
I believe most of the endemic species that we saw in this area were due to 
geographical isolation due to the very wide ranging habitats and altitude 
ranges. 
 
Although I had heard about the high levels of endemic plants in this area, one 
thing I wasn't expecting to see were plants that were known to me in 
horticulture, in their natural environment and how different it was to what I 
expected. My report will focus on 5 endemic plants that I saw on this trip 
which struck me for various reasons. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Endemic Plant Species 
 
Chiastophyllum oppositifolium (syn. Umbilicus 
oppositifolius) 
 
This is a plant that is very well known to me on the nursery as we use it 
extensively in shows each year and is also one of the most adaptable of all 
plants. It flowers for a long time and the emerging buds are of high interest as 
well as the flowers. 

 
This picture was one of the 
better examples of the plant 
that we saw in Lago-Naki. 
Each time it looked like it was 
struggling to grow in the 
cracks of a limestone rock 
and it was amazing to see 
how little soil it was growing 
in. 
 
We only saw it growing in 3 
places, exposed, sunny rocky 
outcrops and deep shade in 
the woodland but each time 
they were small plants. 
 
This is a much underused 
plant in gardens as it thrives 
in a woodland type 
environment where it seems 
to bulk up incredibly quickly 
and produce masses of 

flowers. I have also seen it used in alpine troughs where it grows a lot slower 
but still has a high interest due to the shape of its leaves. 
 
Part of its adaptability may be due to it being part of the Crassulaceae family 
which is famous for its fleshy leaves which act as storage through times of 
drought and harsh conditions. 
 
It is still widely known as Umbilicus and a lot of people still aren’t clear which 
name is correct! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Cephalaria gigantea 
 
This was one of the first plants that we were able to recognise from the car on 
the drive to the Lago-Naki due to its height and the huge quantities that we 
were seeing. It is a very recognisable plant growing taller than nearly every 
other herbaceous plant in the area and nearly always growing en masse. 
 

 
Luckily the height was the 
big give away with this 
plant. As you can see from 
this picture, the structure 
and colour were very 
similar to that of the 
Scabious. The Cephalaria 
is the one at the bottom of 
the photo along with 
Scabiosa sp. at the top. 
The members of the 
Dipsacaceae family were 
quite hard to tell apart, 
especially when Knautias 
were added to the mix as 
well! 
 
It was also an essential 
component of the 
meadows that we walked 
through, although it 
seemed to dislike 
exposure to severe winds 
and was often growing in 
sheltered dips at higher 

altitudes and a lot more prolific in the wetter, lower altitudes. 
 
This plant was seen at both Lago-Naki and Arkhyz although it was a lot more 
prevalent on the limestone at Lago-Naki suggesting that it prefers an alkaline 
soil. It was seen en masse and you often forget that such a prolofic plant is 
endemic, and how something growing in such huge numbers would be 
considered a weed elsewhere. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Gentiana oschtenica (syn. Gentiana verna subsp. 
oschtenica) 
 
One of the amazing things about Lago-Naki were the sink holes. These were 
holes that had been created by water carving out underground chambers until 
the roof couldn’t be supported anymore and caved in. Once the snow begins 
to fall these areas fill up and last the longest after the snow melt. These then 
act as a time machine for viewing plants which have finished flowering 
elsewhere. Even after all the other snow has melted the sink holes still contain 
snow due to their depth. 

 
When we arrived all of the 
snow had melted except for 
these sinkholes and the snow 
at the highest altitudes. These 
sink holes were where we saw 
some of the most beautiful 
and choice plants. 
 
One of these was definitely 
this Gentiana oschtenica 
which was flowering very 
close to the snow melt and 
also only in the areas 
containing limestone.  
 
There were a few large 
clumps of plants. One which 
was particularly impressive 
had 15 flowers in full bloom, 
which took everybody by 
surprise. 
 
 
 
 

 
This is another one of those plants that the name isn’t yet fully agreed on with 
some people calling it a subspecies of verna. The colour is very unique 
amongst gentians and may well be a colour sport of verna that occurred in 
this area and then became the dominant form. This confusion may be due to 
these plants being endemics and so there are very few people who have 
actually seen them and therefore can help properly with identifying 
characteristics. 
 
 
 
 
 



Crocus sharojanii 
 
When you are on expeditions you get so excited by seeing new plants you 
end up getting complacent with the same ones you had seen a couple of days 
earlier that were so exciting at the time. I remember this feeling of seeing the 
same plants and wanting to see something new when we saw this golden 
orange in the distance. 
 

The orange turned out to be 
Crocus sharojanii one of the 
most beautiful of all the 
Crocuses I have seen. Its 
incredible golden orange 
colour is something you 
don’t forget amongst the 
grass. 
 
It also seemed to grow in a 
wide range of environments 
from almost boggy, wet soil 
by the side of a river and 
even in dipped hollows at 
the top of mountains at high 
altitude out of the exposed 
winds.  
 
Olga had helpfully given us 
the coordinates of one 
location of this plant, which 
we found later on so we 
gave her some more 
locations for the benefit of 
others in the future. 
 
 
 

 
Alex commented that he had seen it before but never this early in the season 
so we all felt very privileged to see this beautiful plant. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Delphinium caucasicum 
 
Of all the different types of habitat you get to see on an expedition one of my 
favourite is always the scree. I think this may be related to my love of 
Corydalis and seeing Corydalis pseudobarbisepala and C. pseudofluminicola 
on Balang Shan in China growing at 4,500 metres in almost pure gravel.  
 

After arriving in Arkhyz, a 
popular ski destination, 
we decided to make use 
of the ski lift to get up as 
high as possible and 
then walk on to the 
highest point we could 
reach. This turned out to 
be 3,050 metres and we 
weren’t disappointed with 
the plants we saw. The 
most spectacular was 
Delphinium caucasicum. 
 
We really didn’t expect to 
see a Delphinium 
growing in such a stony 
soil and at such a high 
altitude. Its blue flower 
and compact habit really 
set it off as a very sought 
after plant. When we got 
back we read that this 
plant was also much 
endangered so we felt 
very lucky to have seen it 
at its peak. 
 

 
The days walk to the summit was accompanied by a loud speaker system at 
the top of the ski lift, which gave us much unwanted music all day and there 
was really no escape from it. It was amazing how far the sound travelled and 
showed us that noise is definitely a form of pollution as well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Other Endemic Plant Sightings 
 

 
Primula elatior subsp. meyeri – This Primula is 
sometimes still known as Primula amoena and is 
still sold under that name by some seed merchants. 
We saw some of the last flowers of this beautiful 
plant around the sink holes and at the highest 
altitudes.  
This is plant that botanists could easily argue over 
whether it is just a coloured variant of elatior or is in 
fact its own sub species. 
 
 

 
 
Melampyrum caucasicum – This beautiful form of cow 
wheat was only spotted in one location and with one 
plant, growing on limestone. It was quite a sizeable plant 
although it makes you realise how delicate the 
populations of some of these endemic species are.  
 
 

 
Aquilegia caucasicum – Again this plant was only 
spotted at one location, although I must admit it was 
late in the season for it to be flowering. This was 
previously know as Aquilegia vulgaris but has now 
been separated out as its own species. The same 
happened with Sorbus aucuparia now being known as 
Sorbus caucasica. 
 

 
Anthemis marshalliana – This is a plant I know from 
growing on the nursery and it was a delight to see in 
the wild. It was a lot more vigorous and free flowering 
in its natural form compared to being in a pot! This 
may be due to the very gritty soil that it was growing 
in and its high altitude. 
 

 
Aconitum nasutum – The colour varied considerably in 
this species compared to the other Aconitum that we 
saw, Aconitum orientale which kept its colour. It had a 
beautiful bicolour to it and was instantly recognisable 
in the meadow mixtures in which it played a crucial 
part.  



Overview 
 
After my first expedition I was completely hooked on seeing plants in the wild 
and how it can never compare to reading about how plants grow in the wild. 
You can never really understand just how much grit that plant needs, how 
short its growing season is, how little soil it needs, the cold it can tolerate and 
just how much will they have to survive in the harshest of environments. I just 
knew after my first expedition that I would want to go again. 
 
The Caucasus Mountains definitely exceeded expectations as to the quality of 
the plants that we saw.  Due to the planning that was done in advance we 
managed to see a more diverse range of species, habitats and places.  
 
Meeting new people and learning new cultures is also part of an expedition 
that you don’t plan for but spontaneously happen and it adds to the enjoyment 
of the trip. This time it was having a BBQ cooked by a local chef using local 
ingredients at sunset which has stuck with me. 
 
One thing that I took away from the trip that I wasn’t expecting was an 
increased respect for the trees, shrubs and grasses. These plants wouldn’t 
normally be my traditional field of interest as my nursery specialises in alpines. 
However, this trip made me realise that without these structural plants then 
you don’t have the impact and all year round interest that you do with just 
alpines. You can also experience them a lot easier without having to get so far 
down on the ground! 
 
This was my first expedition as leader and I’m sure it won’t be my last. I still 
have a huge amount to learn but am gaining confidence with each trip I go on. 
I learn from older, more experienced members of the team all the things that 
you need to plan in, contingencies for when things go wrong and policies that 
need to be in place to ensure everyone’s safety and that everyone can take 
something from the trip. 
 
The range of plants that we saw there was amazing and as you can see from 
the appendix we didn’t see all 1,600 of the endemic plants but we definitely 
made a start and we wanted to leave some for next time anyway.  
 
It was definitely a privilege to be in a place that contained so many endemic 
plants and I am very grateful to have been given this chance and I have taken 
a huge amount of knowledge and experiences from this expedition.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 
 
Itinerary 
 
Friday and Saturday 20th-21st July Edinburgh to Krasnodar 
Sunday 22nd July Krasnodar to Lago-Naki 
Monday 23rd July Walk through Lago-Naki nature reserve 
Tuesday 24th July Walk to the plateau and explored sink holes 
Wednesday 25th July Walk to the ice melt 
Thursday 26th July Walk through the forest and low altitude plants 
Friday 27th July Walk to Mount Fisht 
Saturday 28th July Drive to Arkhyz 
Sunday 29th July Walk to Fedoseeva Pass (3050m) 
Monday 30th July Walk around Dukka Lakes (2450m) 
Tuesday 31st July Walk around Sofia Col glacier (2600m) 
Wednesday 1st August Walk to Pkhya Pass (2750m) 
Thursday 2nd August Walk to Pastukhova Summit (2700m) 
Friday 3rd August Walk through Teberdinsky Nature Reserve 
Saturday 4th August Drive to Belorechensk 
Sunday 5th August Return to Edinburgh 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Endemic Plants 
 
Aconitum nasutum 
Aethopappus caucasicus 
Anthemis marshalliana 
Aquilegia caucasicum 
Betula raddeana 
Campanula saxifraga 
Cephalaria gigantea 
Chaerophyllum roseum 
Chiastophyllum oppositifolium 
Crocus sharojanii 
Delphinium caucasicum 
Delphinium speciosum 
Draba byroides 
Dryas caucasica 
Euphrasia caucasica 
Galega orientalis 
Gentiana oschtenica 
Geranium gymnocaulos 
Hedysarum caucasicum 
Helianthemum buschii 
Inula magnifica 
Melanpyrum caucasicum 
Pedicularis stricta 
Primula elatior subsp. meyeri 
Primula elatior subsp. ruprechtii 
Senecio pojarkovae 
Senecio rhombifolius 
Sorbus caucasigena 
Thymus caucasicus 
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