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ABSTRACT

The article aims to provide an overview of the early history of karst and cave explorations in Albania
based on the published sources . Information with regard to karst features and caves can be found
in the travel notes and studies of travellers and scientists from different European countries (France,
Italy, Austro-Hungarian, Germany, Great Britain, Serbia/ Yugoslavia, Poland, Bulgaria etc.) who visited
Albania in the 17th and 19th century. However, most of these authors described karst occurrences
and caves along the roadside and no karst and cave related studies were made. The probably very first
systematic cave exploration was conducted by zoologist R. Sturany in the caves of northern Albania in
1905. Most systematic cave studies were made in the period 1930 - 1939 from Italian archaeologist
Luigi Cardini travelled extensively throughout south-western Albania and mapped and recorded over 60
natural caves and rock shelters.
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RIASSUNTO

L’articolo si propone di fornire una panoramica sulla storia iniziale delle esplorazioni del carsismo e delle
grotte in Albania, basandosi su fonti pubblicate. Informazioni relative alle caratteristiche carsiche e alle
grotte possono essere trovate nei resoconti di viaggio e negli studi di viaggiatori e scienziati provenienti
da diversi paesi europei (Francia, Italia, Austria-Ungheria, Germania, Gran Bretagna, Serbia/Yugosla-
via, Polonia, Bulgaria, ecc.) che visitarono ’Albania nei secoli XVII e XIX. Tuttavia, la maggior parte di
questi autori descriveva fenomeni carsici e grotte situati lungo le strade principali e non furono condotti
studi specifici sul carsismo e le grotte. La probabilmente prima esplorazione sistematica delle grotte fu
realizzata dallo zoologo R. Sturany nelle grotte dell’Albania settentrionale nel 1905. La maggior parte
degli studi sistematici sulle grotte furono effettuati nel periodo 1930-1939 dall’archeologo italiano Luigi
Cardini, che viaggio ampiamente nel sud-ovest dell’Albania, mappando e registrando oltre 60 grotte na-
turali e rifugi rocciosi.

Parole chiave: Albania, esplorazione, carsismo, grotte, biospeleologia.

Without doubt Albanian caves are known to local people since long time back. Probably cave
descriptions can already be be found in old manuscripts dating back to the Illyrian-Greek-
Roman period.

According to our knowledge information on the caves in the country can be found as early as
the 14th century. In his book “Enigma” (vol. IV) Robert d’Angély (Angély 1991) published a very
interesting map of the Valona (today Vlora) bay and Karaburun (Black Cape, from Turkish:
kara - black & burun - cape) Peninsula. The Kara-burun map features two signatures of Greek
omega letters at the topographic location where the caves St.Basilio and St.Nikola are situated.
The same signatures exist in the German General Staff topographic map of Albania from the
1st World War scaled 1:200,000. The eminent Albanian speleologist Gezim Urugi (Urugi 1994)
concluded that the signatures mark two well-known caves which are visible from far: Shpella e

! Bulgarian Caving Society
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Haxhi Alise (Shén Basilios) and Shpella e Puriqut (Shén Nikolles). D’Angelys’ map is probably
the first printed source on caves in the territory of Albania.
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Fig.1- The map of Valona (Vlora) after Robert d’Angely (Angély 1991)

Information with regard to karst features and caves can be found in the travel notes and studies
of travelers and scientists from different European countries (France, Italy, Austro-Hungaria,
Germany, Great Britain, Serbia/ Yugoslavia, Poland, Bulgaria etc.) who visited Albania in the
17th and 19th century. However, most of these authors described karst occurrences and caves
along the roadside and no karst- and cave-related studies were made. The probably very first
systematic cave exploration was conducted

In Stoev & Enghoff (2008) we found irrefutable evidence that on 30th July 1905 Petrovic studied
the unnamed cave in Sildi Mountain near Shkodra and collected some millipedes.

Later, in 1906 and 1908, A. Winneguth explored some caves in the southern part of the country.
German zoologist Otto Wohlberedt explored ,Toubenhohle” (Pigeons Cave) near Reci village and
described it having a huge entrance hall (~400 m? which continues in a 40 m wide passage. ,The
diameter of this gallery was 1-2 m, during he narrowed himself more and more upwards until
he reached the surface in the karst as a small hole through which a dog is crawling, according to
people can come to light again® (Wohlberedt O. 1909), (Verhoeff, 1909)

Baron Franz Nopcsa (1877-1933) (Fig.1) was one of the most prominent researchers and scholars
of his time. He became a leading explorer of Albania. His studies covered different fields of
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science but mainly focused on geology and geography
of northern Albania. Fifty-four of Nopcsa’s publications
are related to Albania and surely some of them include
information on karst and caves. The first work which
we succeed to found under this topic is “Aus Sala und
Klementi” (From Shala and Kelmendi) (Nopcsa, 1910)
where he provides information on 10 caves in the area of
the Albanian Alps visited in the period between 1906-
1908. They are : Shpella Bravnikut and Drels close to
Curaj, Shpella Dragins (Niksi), Spella Pejs (Theth),
Shpella Kopois (Boga), Shpella Humit (Vukli), Shpella
Prenkut (Trabojna) and Spella Skander-begut. The caves
are attached to the locality as well as to the altitude at
which they are located. The term “karst” has been used
repeatedly and in different contexts. The term sinter is
also used describing one of the caves. At 1911, Nopcsha
published another article (Nopscha 1911) where he viewed
3 caves in the context of their geological location. Later
in the work ,Beitrage zur Vorgeschichte und Ethnologie
Nordalbaniens. I“ (,Contributions to the prehistory
and ethnology of Northern Albania. 1.) (Nopcsha 1912)
we found special chapter ,Hohlenwohnungen“ (Cave
dwellings) where the author describes 5 caves with pieces
of usage records for different purposes as Spela Bejovukus (Toplana), Spela Leks (Roja), Spela
Klodznit, épela Frangut ect. Let’s see the brief descriptions of two of them : ,, The Shpela Klodznit
opens halfway up an impassable rock face. Its entrance is walled up to halfthe height (supposedly
almost chest high) and some masonry stairs make the last part of the climb easier. Going down to
the cave from above is absolutely impossible, but how to do it at that time reached the bottom of
the stairs from below without danger to life, unless you presuppose the existence of rope ladders
or the like, likewise inexplicable.” ,The first high-altitude cave dwelling that came to my face s
on the north bank of the Gomsicebach, not far from its union with the Drin. About 80 m above
the brook there is a cave called Spela Frangut in the cliffs of Maja Kavanit, to which a quite
dangerous path leads up. 1o the cave entrances themselves can only be climbed by clinging to the
strong branches of a fig tree. Before this fig tree existed, entering the cave was of course almost
tmpossible. Covered by fig trees, therefore invisible from below, the entrance to this cave is closed
by low, roughly chest-high masonry made of quarry stone and ample mortar-.

But the most interesting from speleological and karstological view is his basic work ,Geographie
und Geologie Nordalbaniens“ (Nopcsa, 1929). There the author mentioned the names and
locations of 41 caves in the territory of Albanian Alps and describe some of them. In parallel
he discussed about karst character of the mountain different surface karst forms (as canyons,
uvalas, sinkholes (ponors), karst springs etc.)

In May 1914 Carlo Lona from Triest made faunistic studies in caves of the Cukali Mountains
north of Shkodra: Scpedha (Shpella) n’Ciuk tugit Vukai; Scpedha n’kunor Vukai, Scpedha e
bocit, Scpedha n’rasst kunors, Scpedha n’giuka kunors; Scpedha nre Ges n’gur t'Barzodhs, Scegha
lacurigit (Bat Cave) (Miiller, 1914). In July 1922 Carlo Lona and and Giorgio Ravasini explored
biospeleologically some other caves in Tomor Mt. in the southern part of Albania. (Miiller,1922).
Concerning this study Muller wrote ,, ... I am grateful to be able to dedicate this new cave sylph
to the intrepid explorers of Mount Tomor in southern Albania, Carlo Lona and Giorgio Ravasini,
who collected it in some abysses, as well as in a horizontal cave in the region called ,Klumaka®
Jacques Bourcart (1891-1965), head of the Chair of Geology at the Sorbonne, member of the
Academy of Sciences, former president of the Geological Society of France Geologist and

Fig. 2 - Baron Franz Nopcsa
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geographer. He is as one of the founders of the alpine geology and physical geography of
Southeast Albania. In the period 1919 - 1926, Jacques Bourcart published more than 20 articles
and memoirs on various problems of the geology of Albania (Papa, 2001). The results of his
studies on karst in Albania are summarised in the book “ Les confins albanais administrés
par la France (1916-1920). Contribution a la géologie et a la géographie de ’Albanie moyenne*
(Bourcart, 1922).

In it, he examines in details, the karst phenomena and their location in Southern Albania such
as: lapies (Karren, limestone pavement, doline, ponor (sinkhole), uvala, polje, caves, canyons,
vacluse Kkarst resurgence (Trén, Progri, Macurishte,Shkumbini, Ventrok etc.), terra rossa etc.
There are described some of the karst processes (karst errosion, karst infiltration, derange
systems of some karst massifs. He also realize that in number of caves are human traces from
paleolith such as ,Zvesda, Trén, Valmora, Mali Shenjt dans ’Albanie du Nord“.

From 1930 to 1942, Alfons Bischoff (Sarajevo, 17.11.1890 - Tirana, 16.111.1942) explored some
Albanian caves in a more systematic way. He have visited Stipella e lugstit, Hot-Brigje im Rapsh-
Massiv, North Albania, Homberg-Hohle auf der Maja e Tanasit, South Albania (Meschnigg,
1936). On 4th May 1931 A. Bischoff, C. Lona and A. Winkler explored the area of Mt. Dukati
near Valona especially Stere Cave located in Groppa e Vasos in St.Elias Mt. (Winkler 1933).
The next known cave exploration is dated from 1936 when Muftar Uruci from Shkodra expored
Zhyla Cave close to Prekal vill. in Shkodra district and made a sketch map (Uruci 1994).
Between 1930 and 1939 Italian archaeologist Luigi Cardini travelled extensively throughout
south-western Albania and, with the help of a few dedicated Albanian guides, mapped and
recorded over 60 natural caves and rockshelters. Under Cardini‘s supervision, Albanian workers
made archaeological excavations in some caves (Dragot and Vajza caves). Cardini’s next visit was
in 1936, when he explored Velcia and made a first survey of ten caves in the area. In 1936 Cardini
conducted studies on Karaburun peninsula inluding Ravena and Belos Caves. He continued the
excavation in Velcia (Maci Cave) in 1937. His excavations revealed stone axes, flint tools and a
previously unknown type of Eneolithic painted pottery (Karen 2001, Karen et al 2005).

Fig. 3 - Luigi Cardini Fig. 4 - One of the maps of Cardini after Karen et al 2005.
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Some caves in the Dukati Mountain south of Vlore and other localities of Albania were
biospeleologically investigated in 1941 by Italian speleologist Leonida Boldori: Scpedha (Shpella)
n’ kunor Zukali ; Scpedha n’ Ciuk tujit Zukali ; Scpedha e bacit Zukali ; Scpedha n’ rasst’ kunors
; Scpedha n’ giuka kunors ; Scpedha Nre Gegs n’ gur t’ bar all in Zukali Mt. NE from Shkodra
; Stere e Vogel e Stere e Madhe (Dukati) S from Vlora; Stipella (Shpella) e Ingstit, Hot-Brigje
sul massiccio del Rapsh; Grotta Stipella e Ingstit, Hot-Brigje in massive Rapsh ; M. Shen Elia
SE from Vlora; grotta Stere gropa e Vasos . ( Schatzmayr A. 194.3)

During the early decades of the 20th century most information for the existence of karst and
caves and fragmental studies of them can be found in geological and geographical literature. The
bibliography of this kind of researches in Albania is very extensive and it is practically impossible
to assess all cave related data. This is a hard task to be done in the future.
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