RR TOURS 

Armenia: churches and mountains

14 - 27  September 2010

Armenia celebrates an enormously rich history being the first nation to make Christianity the state religion. The beginnings of this highly literate people may reach back to the Urartu (who gave their name to the iconic mountain of Ararat). In the early years of Christianity,  church building and literacy using their own newly created alphabet flourished. The country has been overrun by Mongols, Persians, Byzantines, Selcuks, Ottomans and Russians. Its recent liberation from Soviet control has brought a huge revival in nation-building, with Armenian Diaspora money helping rebuild the economy. This tour introduces many of the country’s highlights from the wealth of early churches to the remarkable classical temple at Garni. We hope during this journey to hear Armenian music (both the church choral tradition and the rich classical/romantic style of Armenian composers such as Aram Kachaturian). We will see a number of museums and galleries, both well known ones in the cities and little visited ones in villages!  For those who know the Armenian churches in eastern Turkey/western Armenia, or in Iran, this journey may provide some of the missing pieces of the jigsaw. For those who are new to the Caucasus, Armenia provides a fascinating example of renaissance after a very difficult 20th century. Visitors can expect good food and excellent wine. Our direct flight is with bmi from Heathrow. The tour is led by Rufus Reade.
14 September 
Bmi flight from London Heathrow on flight BD965 at 1605, arriving into Yerevan, the capital of Armenia at 0100. Armenia is 4 hours ahead of the UK. Visas issued on arrival and transfer to our city centre hotel, the Erebuni.
15 September 
Our tour of the city will begin with the 8th century BC Urartu Erebuni Fortress. From this vantage point we can look over the modern city and learn something of the history of the Armenians. We plan to visit the State Museum of Armenian History, which is right on Republic Square, very close to our hotel. After lunch we’ll visit the Sergey Parajanov Museum,  built in honour of the renowned, eccentric filmmaker (his best known film may be The Colour of Pomegranates). Later we plan to see the Matenadaran Manuscript Museum where an incredible collection of illuminated manuscripts are kept. Our second night in Yerevan.
16 September
Leaving Yerevan we will pause by the evocative circular ruins of the 7th century ruins at Zvartnots, before going on to see the 7th century church and the shrine of St. Hripsime. It’s a short distance to the spiritual heart of Armenia, the cathedral of  Holy Echmiadzin. After a local lunch we’ll continue to Gyumri where we’ll spend two nights. Our choice of accommodation is the comfortable Berlin Guesthouse (all rooms en suite facilities) which doubles as an art gallery promoting Armenian artists. Profits from this guesthouse are used to help fund a Red Cross medical centre.

17 September
The first thing a modern visitor to Gyumri is aware of is that the city suffered a devastating earthquake in 1988. The earthquake was followed by the disintegration of the Soviet Union, and a period of huge shortages. We will see a city that has risen from the ashes: Gyumri is the second largest city in Armenia. Our city tour will include the National Museum, located in an old Armenian house. Later we’ll drive out of the town to the very picturesque monastery of Marmashen (mainly 10th century with earlier ruins). The churches sit above a river making a very good place for a picnic lunch. Return to Gyumri for our second night.

18 September
Our drive takes us past the epicentre of the 1988 earthquake to the valley of Alaverdi. We plan to visit the monastic complex of Sanahin Monastery  which is now a UNESCO World Heritage site. Nearby is a second UNESCO site, the Haghpat Monastery.  Our tour will continue  to the Kobayr cloister and then we hope to have a picnic lunch in the Akhtala fortress.  For two nights we will stay in the comfortable, stylish Hotel Dzoraget just outside Alaverdi.

19 September
Our excursion will take us to the 6th century red and white stone Odzun Monastery. After lunch we have the option of driving or walking to the village of Dsegh, where the Armenian poet Hovhannes Toumanyan (considered one of the greatest Armenian poets) used to live. Return to Hotel Dzoraget where it overlooks the river for dinner and our second overnight.

20 September
Leaving Alaverdi we will drive to the 12/13th century Goshavank Monastery. We will lunch in a  local family home in Dilijan. Those wanting to walk can do so after lunch to the medieval Haghartsin Monastery. There are a number of very interesting khachkars (cross stones) in the Monastery.  Overnight in the Guest house “Daravand ” in Dilijan.

21 September 
Our drive takes us south to Lake Sevan, at  2000 metres above sea-level, one of the world’s largest high-altitude lakes. We will stop near the lake shore for a fish lunch. We plan to visit the Sevanavank and the Hayrivank Monasteries,  as well as the remarkable field of khachkars/cross stones at Noratus.  Overnight at the Blue Sevan Hotel in Sevan.

22/ September 
After breakfast we will drive on south crossing the high altitude plateau to the Selim Pass, with its well preserved 14th century caravansaray. We’ll stop near the Shake Waterfall for a picnic lunch  before dropping down to Sisian for our overnight.

23 September
We will transfer to smaller vehicles for the very poor road to the Tatev Monastery, one of the finest monasteries n Armenia. It served as a centre for the sciences and art. We’ll stop for a picnic lunch in Tatev village. There should be time to pause in the picturesque cave village of Khndzoresk. We will visit Karahunj, a remarkable but mysterious group of 204 standing stones which may have served as a prehistorical astronomical observatory. We will stay in a pleasant guesthouse in Goris, the Mirhav Hotel.

24 September
Our road will take us to the beautifully sited Noravank Monastery, whose stone was evidently quarried from the cliffs around it. The main church dates from the 13th century. We will lunch in a cave restaurant in the valley below the monastery. In the afternoon there may be a chance to visit the Areni Winery where we can see some of the processes involved, and taste some of their wine. We’ll head north to Yerevan, skirting Mount Ararat till we reach Khor Virap. The monastery complex crowns a low hill, and the magnificence of Ararat rises behind it. We’ll drive into Yerevan and spend three nights here at our centrally located hotel of Erebuni.

25 September
There will be an optional visit to the monument and museum which commemorates the victims of the Armenian massacres of 1915. This genocide is seared deep into the identity of Armenians, and so the hill-top memorial is an important place of pilgrimage for Armenians. Being the weekend we will take advantage of visiting the huge Vernisage open-air market (crafts, bric-a-brac, antiques) , as well as the covered central food market of Shuga. Remainder of the day at leisure. 

26 September
We will drive out of Yerevan to visit one of the great sites of Armenia, the Geghard Monastery (which takes its name  from the lance, that was  used to pierce the body of Christ). It being a Sunday we hope to hear the choir. Those wanting to, can  walk along the canyon, seeing the beautiful 9th century stone bridge over the Azat River. We will see the extraordinary Garni, a temple, built in  the 1st Century AD, said to be the most complete classical temple to survive anywhere in the world! Return to Yerevan for our last night.

27 September
After breakfast we will check out of our hotel and drive the short distance to the airport for our direct bmi flight BD 966 to London at 1150. Scheduled to arrive at Heathrow at 1325.

The price of the tour is £2395 per person based on sharing a twin room.  Single room supplement £230

This price covers your return airfare with bmi from London Heathrow to Yerevan, guest houses/hotels at 3 and 4 star level (all rooms with en suite facilities), the services of a local guide, all tips to the guide, driver and the hotels, all meals (including picnics and light lunches),  all site tickets (as described in the itinerary) air conditioned coach transport along the route described in Armenia, and  two music concert tickets (subject to venue/programme and dates!). The tour is led by Rufus Reade. Although most roads are well surfaced, some of the roads are much rougher (for example on our visit to Tatev and Marmashen when we will transfer to smaller vehicles). The itinerary is published in good faith: we are travelling in an area where tourism is not yet well developed and  in the event of local advice, Government action or road closures we reserve the right to alter the itinerary. The price does not include your Armenian visa (currently available on arrival at the airport in Yerevan for less than £10) and departure taxes (none currently but governments sometimes change their minds). It does not include travel insurance, beverages, telephone calls, laundry, camera permits, and of course personal purchases. The tour is limited to 22 people, and we need a minimum of 10 bookings before we can confirm the trip. All those travelling must be insured. Your booking form (and a deposit of £240 per person made payable to Eastern Approaches) should be sent directly to Rufus Reade Tours who will forward the payments to Eastern Approaches: they are registered with the Civil Aviation Authority and have an Air Tour Operators’ License No.9445. At the time of booking please let us know if you want to vary your flights in any way (for example remaining in Armenia for an extended stay). Airlines are increasingly less flexible about changes, and may sometimes charge or  refuse altogether! For those travelling from local UK airports, bmi are offering through-booked tickets which means you can check your luggage in at the start of your journey (for example from Edinburgh). Price for these add-on tickets on application. Please note that your deposit is non-refundable 14 days after the tour has been confirmed.

Booking forms, deposits and all correspondence should be sent directly to:

RR Tours, 40 Pilrig Street, Edinburgh EH6 5AL Tel 0131 478 1256 email: rufusreade@blueyonder.co.uk

