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CROATIA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Mađerkin Breg, Međimurje | xbrchx/shutterstock ©

Having spent my childhood and high school years in Croatia and then two decades spent away, it’s been amazing to return to Zagreb as my base, in 2013, and witness the country’s slow but steady tourism boom.

Though people are often surprised I left New York City for Zagreb, it’s been one of my best decisions. That inside-outside perspective is a gift – I can see Croatia with the eyes of a local, someone born and raised there and aware of all its intricacies and shades of grey. Yet, I keep getting blown away by its beauty and discovering new wonders along the way, like the rolling hills of Međimurje that look like they’re out of a storybook and the charming villages of Baranja.

Anja Mutic

@everthenomad

Born and raised in Zagreb, Anja returned to Croatia after 20 years spent abroad. From her Zagreb base she now runs Storyline Studio, a creative content agency for tourism, travel and hospitality.
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My favourite experience is driving along the zigzag roads through the undulating hills of Zagorje as the sun drops over its vineyards, cottages and hilltop castles.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Croatia.
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If we look beyond its political boundaries, Istria is a geographical peninsula shared between three countries: Croatia, Slovenia and Italy. As I cycled the entire length of the 123km-long Parenzana Trail, I reflected that the path of this former railway is symbolic because by linking the three countries, it’s a reminder that Istria’s geographical identity persists despite having been divided among various empires, regimes and republics.
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Isabel Putinja

@isabelswindow

Isabel Putinja is a travel writer, solo walker and slow traveller living in Istria, Croatia.
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An old man selling ice cream in Zagreb once told me ‘this is the country of joy and dreams’. That sums up how I feel about Croatia. It’s a wonder – from the natural sights like inland lagoons on Mljet or travertine waterfalls in Krka National Park, to architectural marvels that range from the Gothic in Šibenik to modernism on Krk Island – it’s a country that repeatedly makes my jaw drop.
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Lucie Grace

Instagram @80bathes and Twitter @LucieGraces

Lucie Grace is a travel and culture writer, based between Croatia and Thailand, who has a lifelong passion for wild swimming.
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HOP FROM ISLE TO ISLE

Croatia’s crystalline waters are speckled with a multitude of islands and – whether you’re voyaging by luxury yacht or sailboat or travelling by public ferry – exploring them is the consummate Croatian experience. Some are tiny and unpopulated, while others are large and buzzing with bars and restaurants. Some are arid and rocky, while others have sandy beaches backed by verdant forest. With 1244 to choose between, there truly is a place to suit everyone’s taste.

[image: jpg]

Marinkovac Island | xbrchx/shutterstock ©

Ferry Services

Ferries and hydrofoils serve Croatia’s islands. Services are year-round (strong winds sometimes suspend services in winter) but summer has the most departures and priciest tickets.

[image: jpg]

Stjepan Tafra/shutterstock ©

National Parks

Of Croatia’s eight national parks, three are archipelagos: Brijuni, Kornati and Mljet (pictured). You can only visit Brijuni on an organised tour; the others charge entry fees.
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Renata Sedmakova/shutterstock ©

Set Sail

Chartering a sailboat with a skipper is increasingly popular. It’s loveliest in the shoulder seasons, spring and autumn.


BEST ISLAND EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Let your hair down on 1 Hvar Island, the party-hearty central, and cure the hangover on the Pakleni Islands archipelago right offshore.

Explore the hidden coves and glowing caves of 2 Vis Island, the most remote of Croatia’s main islands.

Loop the connected Kvarner islands of 3 Cres & Lošinj, one wild and rugged and the other lush and posh.

Marvel at the cobalt-coloured lakes on long, slender and mesmerising 4 Mljet Island in the southern Adriatic.

Sail the 5 Kornati Islands, the largest and densest archipelago in the Adriatic, with 140 uninhabited islands, 89 of which form a national park.







NATURE’S BEAUTY SPOTS

Croatia’s appeal is grounded in nature – its majestic waterfalls, dreamy lakes, dense forests, mighty mountains and, of course, the dazzling Adriatic coast. Forests cover nearly half the country, which has a large number of endemic species of flora and fauna. Croatia has more than 400 protected areas in total, comprising islands, lakes and mountains – a veritable nature wonderland well worth exploring.

[image: jpg]

Plitvice Lakes National Park | vidoc Olga/shutterstock ©

Parks & Reserves

Croatia has eight national parks, 12 nature parks and two strict nature reserves. National and nature parks cover a surface area of 5930 sq km, which is 10.1% of the country.
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Respect Nature

Don’t underestimate the power of these wilderness areas and of the weather, especially in the mountains and deep woods. Wear suitable gear, including hiking shoes.
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Dinara Nature Park

Croatia’s newest park is 630 sq km of the Dinaric Alps on the border with Bosnia and has Croatia’s highest peak (Dinara, 1831m).


BEST NATURE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Join a boat trip through the floodplains of 1 Kopački Rit Nature Park, keeping your eyes peeled for eagles, storks, herons and woodpeckers.

Stroll along the boardwalks of 2 Krka National Park and marvel at the rushing canyons, emerald lakes and numerous cascades.

Roam the exquisite water wonderland of 3 Plitvice Lakes National Park with its turquoise ribbon of lakes linked by gushing waterfalls amid thick forests.

Take a hike through the alpine trails and karst canyons of 4 Paklenica National Park.

Head off the beaten trail and into Gorski Kotar’s densely forested 5 Risnjak National Park.







A BEACH FOR EACH

From its highly indented coastline to the multitudinous islands that line its shores, Croatia has literally hundreds of beaches to choose from. Whether you like to laze around in a tattered pair of trunks, show off the latest designer swimsuit or get your kit off altogether, you’ll find a place to do it here. Beaches can be sandy, pebbly, shingly or rocky but what unites them all is the astonishingly clear water.

Prickly Urchins

Unless you have experience with spotting and avoiding the spiky little sea creatures that inhabit the shallows in large numbers, wear water shoes.

[image: jpg]
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No Reservations

Don’t leave your towels or mats on the beach and think you’ve reserved your spot for the entire day. It’s bad manners to take up space, unless you’re physically present.

[image: jpg]

xbrchx/shutterstock ©

Nude Rules

It’s totally OK to go topless on pretty much any Croatian beach but for heedless full-on nudity, it’s best to look for naturist spots, of which there are plenty.


BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Feast your eyes on the unusual hornlike shape and golden pebbles of 1 Zlatni Rat beach in the town of Bol on Brač Island.

Soak up the sun on the gorgeous pebbled beach of 2 St Jacob just outside Dubrovnik’s old town walls.

Hide away from the crowds on 3 Beli beach, an idyllic little cove lined with old fishers’ huts on Cres Island.

Explore the string of splendid beaches of remote Vis Island, from the striking 4 Stiniva to the wild Srebrna.

Play a game of picigin, a local ball pastime, on 5 Bačvice, the iconic city beach of Split, buzzing with bars and action.







ANCIENT TREASURES


[image: jpg]

Scan to see a tour of Istria’s Roman ruins online



From remarkably preserved Roman structures erected thousands of years ago – and still not just standing but buzzing with life – all the way to basilicas, churches and cathedrals that span all periods and architectural styles, from byzantine, Gothic, Renaissance and Venetian – and a wild mixture of all of these – Croatia offers a field day for those who love it ancient.

Timing Is Key

The A-list old towns of Croatia (Dubrovnik and Split’s Diocletian Palace) get jam-packed in summer so it’s best to explore them at the crack of dawn, before the crowds descend.

[image: jpg]
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Secret Gem

Varaždin’s medieval old town and the baroque beauty of its historic quarter make it a serious continental Croatia contender to the old towns along the coast.

[image: jpg]
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UNESCO Stamp

Croatia has 10 UNESCO World Heritage Sites and eight of these are ancient treasures (two are natural landscapes).


BEST ANCIENT TREASURE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Delve into the dazzlingly beautiful 1 old town of Dubrovnik to see what all the fuss is about.

Size up stunning 2 Korčula Town on its namesake island, the Dubrovnik lookalike with its own set of walls and towers.

Stroll Split’s 4th-century 3 Diocletian’s Palace, and check out the ruins of Roman city, Salona, on the outskirts.

Gape at the 6th-century frescoes inside the Byzantine-era 4 Euphrasian Basilica in Poreč.

Marvel at the beauty of 5 St James Cathedral in Šibenik, a masterpiece by 15th-century sculptor and architect Juraj Dalmatinac.







HUNT FOR ART & MUSIC

Croatia isn’t all beaches, ancient treasures and stunning nature. It has a vibrant and happening contemporary culture, from the small but buzzy independent art in Zagreb and the alternative music scene in Rijeka to the arts colonies in Istria’s medieval hilltop towns of Labin and Grožnjan and the electronic music festival hot spot of Tisno that draws in dance-happy crowds from around the globe.

[image: jpg]

Traditional Croatian dancers, Dubrovnik | Grgo Jelavic/PIXSELL ©

Grab Your Spot

While many events are free, especially during the summer festivals, you may want to get tickets for some of the more popular ones.

[image: jpg]

Happy window/shutterstock ©

Annual Art Fest

On the second Sunday each August, check out Grisia in Rovinj, the art event that sees the namesake cobblestone lane turn into an outdoor gallery by local artists.

[image: jpg]

franka555/shutterstock ©

Other Artsy Towns

For a creative makers’ vibe and lots of galleries, check out Trogir, Rovinj and Stari Grad on Hvar Island.


BEST ART & MUSIC EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Explore the alternative music scene of 1 Rijeka, Croatia’s forward-thinking port city with an edgy vibe.

Catch some theatre, a dance show or a concert during the annual summer festival of performing arts in 2 Dubrovnik.

Take a tour of contemporary art galleries in 3 Zagreb to scope out what’s hot and current on the circuit – and look out for great street art.

Hang out with artists and musicians in Istria’s dreamy hilltop towns of 4 Grožnjan and Labin (best during its summer Art Republika).

Groove the night away in tiny seaside 5 Tisno on Murter Island, home to a slew of summertime EDM festivals.







BEST OF TIPPLE

Wine from Croatia may be a novelty to international consumers but vino has been an embedded part of the region’s lifestyle for more than 25 centuries. Today the tradition is undergoing a renaissance in the hands of a new generation of winemakers with a focus on preserving indigenous varietals and revitalising ancestral estates. And there’s the rakija (grappa), too.

Toast Like the Locals

When enjoying a drink with locals, raise a glass and say živjeli! – while looking straight into people’s eyes.

[image: jpg]

Happy Moments/shutterstock ©

Vineyard Visits

Except for a couple of bigger vineyards that welcome pop-in visits, you’ll have to call ahead and arrange a guided tour and tasting. Some do them on scheduled days, others will do one by arrangement.

[image: jpg]

Michal Dziedziak/shutterstock ©

Harvest Time

Martinje (St Martin’s Day) is celebrated in all the wine-producing regions across Croatia on 11 November. There are wine celebrations and lots of feasting and sampling of new wines.


BEST WINE & RAKIJA EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Take a day trip from Dubrovnik to the wineries of the 1 Pelješac Peninsula, known for its robust reds, particularly plavac mali.

Sample high-quality vintages from the foothills of 2 Motovun; the white malvazija and the red teran steal the show.

Sip the indigenous vugava wine inside a former bunker turned winery on 3 Vis Island, known for its military past.

Try lozovača grape brandy, produced on 4 Krk with fermented noble vine grapes distilled to make a potent liqueur.

Explore the lesser-known but burgeoning wine roads of 5 Plešivica near Zagreb and Slavonia further east.







GET WILD & ACTIVE

With so much of the country covered by pristine natural landscapes, the siren call of the wild has a strong pull in Croatia. From mighty rugged mountains to dense old-growth forests, from rushing rivers and cascading waterfalls to plunging coastlines and wild island peaks, Croatia’s landscape is an outstanding outdoor playground, with year-round sports and activities to be enjoyed.

Weather Watch

Keep an eye on the forecasts but be prepared and equipped for all eventualities, as the weather in some of these wilderness areas can take a swift turn to serious drama.

[image: jpg]

Baisa/shutterstock ©

Lesser-Known Adventure Playground

The area around Zadar, with its pristine archipelagos and vast mountains, is one of the best-kept secrets of Croatia’s adventure tourism; check out Feral Tours (feral-tours.com).

[image: jpg]
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Zipline Thrills

For a boost of adrenaline, try out the ziplines across the Cetina River by Omiš or across the Pazin abyss in Istria.


BEST WILD & ACTIVE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Scale soaring Mt Biokovo and its spectacular 1 Biokovo Nature Park crisscrossed by 40 hiking trails.

Explore the trekkers’ paradise of 2 Paklenica National Park with its karst canyons, dramatic gorges and alpine trails.

In off-the-radar 3 Lika, go canoeing on the Gacka River, horse riding with the Velebit Mountains in view or spelunking in the Grabovača cave.

Hop on two wheels for a cycling adventure in Istria along the 4 Parenzana Trail that traces the historic railway through Italy, Slovenia and Croatia.

Go cliff jumping, rafting or canyoning on the rushing 5 Cetina River near Omiš.







SECRET SPOTS OF CROATIA

Truth be told, so much of Croatia has been trammelled over that, especially during the peak season, it’s tricky to find places that still have a sense of discovery, are a secret or have that special something. But, luckily, if you know where to look, there are still plenty of hidden spots in Croatia. Here are just some of many, including nature hideaways, off-radar islands, age-old traditions that are still alive and dreamy little towns.

[image: jpg]

River Ombla | Polina Strelkova/iStock/Getty Images ©

Rare Textiles

Admire the captivating craft of the Konavle embroidery from the string of villages east of Dubrovnik at the Konavle County Museum in Čilipi.

[image: jpg]

Lea Rae/shutterstock ©

Preserved Mummies

One of Croatia’s most bizarre and creepiest attractions hides in the Istrian town of Vodnjan: four miraculously preserved mummies inside its St Blaise Church.

[image: jpg]

Ivan Nemet/shutterstock ©

Ask a Local

It’s always worth asking a local where they eat, swim, go out or holiday. Those tips are a goldmine of secret spot intel.


BEST SECRET EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Swim with the locals in the 1 River Ombla near Dubrovnik, with its tiny piers, cool waters and looming mountains as the frame.

Boat it out to the teeny isle of 2 Susak near Lošinj Island, for its sandy golden shores, a remote vibe and a cool art biennial.

Check out the carob comeback on 3 Šipan in the Elaphiti Islands, where a local man is reviving the island’s long tradition of growing carob.

Marvel at the art of stone at the Stone Masonry School in 4 Pučišća on Brač, a renowned tradition going back to 1906.

Spend time in Istria’s dreamy little 5 Vrsar, a tiny seaside town with cobbled lanes, pastel townhouses and bougainvillea rising up the hillsides.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Essential Croatia

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 456km


The essential Croatian experience has a bit of everything – a day-long fling in capital city Zagreb, followed by the sun-kissed southern counterparts of Split and Dubrovnik on the Dalmatian coast and an island or two in between. There’s an airport at each end, and highway, ferry and flight connections.


[image: jpg]
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Trogir | Vaidotas Grybauskas/shutterstock ©

1 ZAGREB [image: ] 1 DAY

Fly into Zagreb, Croatia’s delightful capital city made for low-key, leisurely strolls. Roam the city’s charming historic Upper Town with its cobblestoned streets, ride the funicular and check out the burgeoning speciality coffee scene and great street art. Explore its quirky museums, contemporary art galleries and expansive green spaces that dot the city.

[image: ] 4hr by car [image: ] 45min by plane
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xbrchx/shutterstock ©

2 SPLIT [image: ] 2 DAYS

Base yourself in Croatia’s exuberant second city, seafront stunner Split. Roam Diocletian’s Palace, a throbbing ancient quarter with 220 historic buildings and about 3000 residents. Dive into its heady sightseeing and nightlife.

[image: ] Detour: Take a day trip to postcard-perfect walled town Trogir and stroll the marbled streets. [image: ] 1 day [image: ] 1hr by catamaran
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trabantos/shutterstock ©

3 Hvar Town [image: ] 2 DAYS

Catch the catamaran (June to mid-September) to historic Hvar Town, the vibrant main town of Hvar Island. This picturesque place showcases an intriguing mix of European glamour and vibrant nightlife. Explore the island’s pristine beaches, stellar wineries and a string of storybook towns, like lovely Stari Grad (pictured).

[image: ] Detour: Hop off in Korčula Town on your way to Dubrovnik, a photogenic walled town on the namesake island.

[image: ] 3½hr by catamaran
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Miroslav Posavec/shutterstock ©

4 Dubrovnik [image: ] 2 DAYS

Catch the catamaran (in peak months) to Dubrovnik. Your first sight of the magnificent old town from the sea, fringed by mighty defensive walls and the sparkling-blue Adriatic, will blow you away. Spend the next two days taking in the sights of the Pearl of the Adriatic.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Best of Istria

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6–7 days Distance: 214km


Explore the heart-shaped Istrian peninsula for its magnificent medley of sights that span coastal ‘blue’ Istria and ‘green’ Istria, the peninsula’s hinterland strewn with woods, olive groves and vineyards. You’ll find stunning coastal resorts, pretty beaches, hilltop medieval towns, top-rated food, award-winning wines and lovely rural hotels.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Hum | xbrchx/iStock/Getty Images ©

1 PULA [image: ] 2 DAYS

Start in Pula, home to the ‘Arena’, a well-preserved Roman amphitheatre that overlooks the city’s harbour, and a smattering of other ruins. Explore Istria’s southernmost point, uninhabited Cape Kamenjak, by bike or on foot to see its rolling hills, wildflowers and 30km of unspoiled beaches and coves.

[image: ] Detour: On the way to Rovinj, 14km from Pula, stop by captivating Bale, one of Istria’s best-kept secrets.

[image: ] 45min by car
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OPIS Zagreb/shutterstock ©

2 ROVINJ [image: ] 2 DAYS

Set aside two days in Rovinj for the coast’s showpiece resort town. Its steep cobbled streets and piazzas lead up to St Euphemia’s Church, with a 60m-high tower that punctuates the peninsula. Explore the verdant beaches and islets of Rovinj’s archipelago.

[image: ] Detour: Spend a couple of hours in sweet little seaside town Vrsar, 29km from Rovinj, en route north. [image: ] 2hrs

[image: ] 45min by car
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trabantos/shutterstock ©

3 PORECČ [image: ] 1–2 DAYS

Zip up the coast to Poreč to gape at its World Heritage–listed Euphrasian Basilica, one of Europe’s finest intact examples of Byzantine architecture, with magnificent 6th-century frescoes. Add a half-day or day trip to ‘green Istria’, the peninsula’s forested interior.

[image: ] 45min by car
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xbrchx/shutterstock ©

4 ISTRIA’S INTERIOR [image: ] 1 DAY

Start in artsy hilltop settlement, Motovun. From here, detour into music and gallery-filled Grožnjan and then head to hilltop Buzet, the truffle epicentre of Istria, Croatia’s foodie heartland. Wander the ‘world’s smallest town’, adorable Hum, and head south to Pazin to walk or zipline across the famous chasm that once inspired Jules Verne.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

KVARNER & NORTHERN DALMATIA

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 days Distance: 295km


Take in the delights of Croatia’s less-trodden coastal stretches in the north and their wild hinterland, starting with the spectacular Kvarner Gulf with its stunning isles, and moving to northern Dalmatia’s appealing sights, including a lovely coastal city and a mighty national park.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Plitvice Lakes National Park | mpaniti/shutterstock ©

1 RIJEKA [image: ] 2 DAYS

Start in the capital of Kvarner, Rijeka, Croatia’s third-largest city and a thriving port with a laid-back vibe and lively cafe scene. Take a day to explore this undervisited city.

[image: ] Detour: Spend a day visiting elegant seaside town Opatija (16km from Rijeka) with its belle époque villas. Stroll Lungomare, a picturesque path winding along the coast through bamboo thickets to Volosko, a pretty fishing village [image: ] 1 day

[image: ] [image: ] 2hr by car and ferry
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trabantos/shutterstock ©

2 CRES & LOSŠINJ [image: ] 2 DAYS

Hop over to two of the Kvarner islands – interconnected and offbeat Cres (pictured) and Lošinj. Wilder, greener Cres has remote campgrounds, pristine beaches, medieval villages and an off-the-radar feel. The more populated, touristy and posh Lošinj showcases a pair of pretty port towns, beautiful bays, and lush and varied vegetation.

[image: ] [image: ] 3½hr by car and ferry
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berni0004/shutterstock ©

3 RAB ISLAND [image: ] 2 DAYS

Spend another two days chilling on Rab, lounging on the sandy beaches of the Lopar Peninsula, hiking through the island’s pine forests and exploring postcard-pretty Rab Town with its ancient stone alleys and the four bell towers that rise from from the red-roofed huddle of townhouses.

[image: ] [image: ] 2½hr by car and ferry
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Michal Hlavica/shutterstock ©

4 Paklenica [image: ] 1 DAY

Head back to the mainland from Rab to explore one of the most spectacular natural beauty spots of Croatia, Paklenica National Park. For a dose of adventure, don’t miss a hike through its network of alpine trails and canyons or for extra thrills, tackle one of the park’s rock-climbing routes.

[image: ] 50min by car
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Marek Rybar/shutterstock ©

5 ZADAR [image: ] 2 DAYS

A combined car and ferry trip takes you to Zadar in northern Dalmatia for an amble through this vibrant coastal city with its medley of Roman ruins, Habsburg architecture and a scenic seafront; stick around for two days to take it all in, including its mesmerising Sea Organ and Greeting to the Sun and the city’s stellar food scene.

[image: ] 1½hr by car
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xbrchx/shutterstock ©

6 PLITVICE LAKES [image: ] 1 DAY

Head back inland to spend a day exploring the eye-popping natural wonderland of Plitvice Lakes National Park, with its gorgeous turquoise lakes linked by a series of gushing waterfalls and cascades. Stroll the scenic boardwalks, explore the numerous forest trails and ride the excursion boats inside this mighty park.

[image: jpg]

poporing/shutterstock ©







WHEN TO GO

Summer is peak season, but Croatia is a year-round destination that can be enjoyed in spring, autumn and even wintertime.


Though extraordinary to visit any time of year, Croatia has positioned itself as a summer destination, for better or worse. July and August are the height of the season along the coast and the islands, when tourists and Croatians with kids storm the Adriatic for swim and sail time, spring and autumn are seeing more and more tourism traffic due to festivals, harvest time and a growing demand for space and quiet.

Croatia aims to disperse the crowds and become a year-round destination – and it’s well on its way, with Advent in Zagreb a major draw, as well as skiing in Zagreb and Gorski Kotar, and even Carnival in Rijeka in February pulling in enthusiasts.

The Lowdown on Lodging

Prices along the coast are through the roof in July and August, and only slightly lower in June and September. Zagreb peaks price-wise for Advent while Istria remains in high-season pricing through October, especially in the interior. Spring offers the best shoulder-season prices. November or March/April (before or after Easter) offer the best deals.

[image: jpg]

Sljeme ski resort | baon/shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE

Morana Zibar is a translator, writer, trivia buff and TV personality with a passion for food and wine @moranazibar

There are several wine regions around Zagreb, full of small family-owned wineries proudly maintaining local traditions. The harvest season in August and September is a wonderful time to enjoy nature’s gifts and learn about the process of winemaking firsthand. By lending a hand, you get to be part of a close-knit community and experience a warm traditional welcome.




HIT THE SLOPES

Skiing is a popular pastime for many sporty Croats. Though Zagreb, with the Sljeme ski resort at its doorstep, has been getting less and less snow every year, the gorgeous Gorski Kotar has heaps of snow every year and a clutch of ski slopes you can try out.



WHEN THE WIND BLOWS

In spring and early summer, the maestral (strong, steady westerly wind) makes for great sailing. Winter brings the wild bone-chilling wind known as bura to the coast, which often shuts down roads and ferry traffic. Jugo is the Croatian sirocco, a southerly that brings headaches, rains and a weird vibe.

Fun Fests You Can’t Skip


Rijeka Carnival Croatia’s most colourful carnival, with pageants, street dances, masked balls, exhibitions and a parade of zvončari, masked men clad in animal skins who dance and ring loud bells to frighten off evil spirits. [image: ] February

Cest is D’Best During this beloved annual street fest, the streets of Zagreb come alive with music, dance, theatre, art, sports and other fun events by local and international performers. [image: ] May

Cinehill Croatia’s most fun film fest, which presents a roster of independent and avant-garde films, has moved from the ancient hilltop town of Motovun in Istria to the hills of Gorski Kotar. [image: ] July

Špancirfest The parks and squares of Varaždin come alive for this eclectic fest with a rich repertoire of events that range from live music performances and theatre to contemporary art and crafts workshops. [image: ] August
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See a full calendar of events and more



Summertime Highlights Along the Coast


Full Moon Festival During this three-day festival spanning the high-summer full moon, quays in Zadar are lit with torches and candles, stalls sell local delicacies, and boats lining the quays become floating fish markets. [image: ] Late July/early August

Dubrovnik Summer Festival This festival has been taking place in Dubrovnik since the 1950s. It features classical music, theatre and dance at different venues around town, including Fort Lawrence. [image: ] Mid-July–late August

Split Summer Festival Open-air stages in Split are set up for plays, ballet, opera and concerts all over the buzzy port city. [image: ] Mid-July–mid-August

Hvar Summer Festival Hvar puts on a great show during peak-season months, with a wide range of concerts, ballet performances and theatre in different locations around Hvar Town. [image: ] Late June–mid-September


I LIVE HERE

Veselka Huljić is a travel designer, AndAdventure Croatia founder, island girl and nature enthusiast @andadventure

My favourite time in coastal Croatia and on Hvar Island is early spring and autumn. Come April, the bura calms down and the beauty of nature springing to life is spectacular. I love September on the Adriatic – the smells and colours are gorgeous. Maybe not the best for those seeking fun in the sun of the beach variety, but it’s a fantastic time to enjoy outdoor activities and explore the area with fewer visitors.
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Vrboska, Hvar Island | tilialucida/shutterstock ©

LET THE SUNSHINE IN

Hvar bills itself as Croatia’s sunniest island, getting 2726 hours of sunshine per year and an average of 7.7 hours per day. However, the sunshine stakes are high along the Adriatic, with other destinations, such as Dubrovnik, getting as many of the blessed rays, if not more.

Weather Through the Year (Zagreb)

[image: ]

JANUARY

Avg. daytime max: 3.7°C

Days of rainfall: 9.8

[image: ]

FEBRUARY

Avg. daytime max: 6.8°C

Days of rainfall: 9.4

[image: ]

MARCH

Avg. daytime max: 11.9°C

Days of rainfall: 11

[image: ]

APRIL

Avg. daytime max: 16.3°C

Days of rainfall: 13

[image: ]

MAY

Avg. daytime max: 21.5°C

Days of rainfall: 13.5

[image: ]

JUNE

Avg. daytime max: 24.5°C

Days of rainfall: 13.5

[image: ]

JULY

Avg. daytime max: 26.7°C

Days of rainfall: 11.2

[image: ]

AUGUST

Avg. daytime max: 26.3°C

Days of rainfall: 10.4

[image: ]

SEPTEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 22.1°C

Days of rainfall: 10.4

[image: ]

OCTOBER

Avg. daytime max: 15.8°C

Days of rainfall: 10.9

[image: ]

NOVEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 8.9°C

Days of rainfall: 11.3

[image: ]

DECEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 4.6°C

Days of rainfall: 11





GET PREPARED FOR CROATIA

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain
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Find out more essential things to know before visiting



Clothes

Water shoes: These are a must for swimming, as rocks can be sharp and sea urchins prickly; believe us, you don’t want to step on one and have to pull out their spiky spines lodged in your foot.

Sneakers/flat shoes/hiking boots: Don’t count on flip-flops as your only footwear. The cobblestones of Croatia’s old towns can be super-slippery and access to the best beaches rocky and tricky to navigate. And definitely don’t go hiking with flip-flops; hiking shoes are essential for trips into nature.

Hat: The sun can be really harsh in Croatia, especially during the summer months. Slap on sunscreen and wear a hat even on windy days, when you can become sunburnt without realising.


Manners

Don’t call Croatia the Balkans or Eastern Europe It’s best not to mention Yugoslavia and the war. These can be thorny subjects.

Dress for church Be sensitive to Croatia’s Catholic values and cover up; do not enter a church with bare shoulders and showing a lot of bare leg.

Bring a gift If you’re invited to a Croatian home, bring something as a thank you – and take your shoes off.




READ
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Chasing a Croatian Girl: A Survivor’s Tale (Cody McClain Brown; 2018) A humorous con-temporary read about Croatia and its culture.

[image: jpg]

Zagreb Noir (various; 2015) A collection of dark and funny crime stories, all set in Zagreb, by several contemporary Croatian writers.

[image: jpg]

Farewell, Cowboy (Olja Savičević Ivančević; 2010) A captivating debut novel by this Split-based writer, a great holiday read.

[image: jpg]

Café Europa (Slavenka Drakulić; 1996) A book of essays that sheds light on life in Croatia and Eastern Europe after the collapse of communism.




Words

Bok (bok) is how you say ‘hello’ in Croatian, especially in Zagreb and the continental parts; it’s bog in the Dalmatian dialect, where ‘ciao’ is also used quite a bit.

Da/Ne It’s important to know how to say a clear: Yes/No.

Molim (mo·leem) ‘Please’ opens doors in Croatian.

Hvala (hva·la) is ‘thank you’, the magic word, always greatly appreciated; it’s gender-neutral.

Nema na čemu (ne·ma na che·moo) is what you’d say to a ‘hvala’ (thank you); you’re welcome, in other words.

Kava (coffee) is an important one to know, as coffee is a central part of life in Croatia.

Oprostite (o·pro·stee·te) is ‘excuse me’; what you’d use to get someone’s attention.

Kako ste/si? (ka·ko ste/see) is the equivalent of ‘How are you?’, except the first one is the polite version and the second informal.

Dobro. A vi/ti? (do·bro. A vee/tee) ‘I’m fine. And you?’ is a fine response to the question.

Zovem se (zo·vem se) means ‘My name is…’ and is a good way to introduce yourself.

Kako se zovete/zoveš? (ka·ko se zo·ve·te/ zo·vesh) is asking someone their name, literally ‘What’s your name?’

Doviđenja (doh-vee-je-nya) is goodbye.

Govorite/Govoriš li (engleski)? (go·vo·ree·te/go·vo·reesh lee (en·gle·skee)) Do you speak (English)?

Ja (ne) razumijem (ya (ne) ra·zoo·mee·yem) means ‘I (don’t) understand’.




WATCH
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Fine Dead Girls (Dalibor Matanić; 2002) Gripping Croatian drama set in Zagreb.

Mamma Mia! Here We Go Again (Ol Parker; 2018) Gorgeous Vis plays the Greek isle of Kalokairi in this rom-com sequel.

The Weekend Away/Faraway (Netflix; 2022/23) Fun flicks – a thriller set in Split and a romantic comedy on a Croatian island.

Isadora (Karel Reisz; 1968) A biography of Isadora Duncan, starring Vanessa Redgrave. Filmed in Opatija, Rijeka and Zagreb.

How the War Started On My Island (Vinko Brešan; 1996) A Croatian dark comedy about the 1990s Homeland War.




LISTEN

Oliver Dragojević (The Best of Collection; 2015) Croatia’s most beloved singer of catchy ballads, this Dalmatian musical icon had a 50-year career before he died in 2018.

Josipa Lisac (Dnevnik Jedne Ljubavi; 1973) First solo album by this pop/funk/jazz singer known for her eccentric and iconic style.

Tamara Obrovac (Nuvola; 2023) New album by Croatian ethno jazz diva who’s been on the scene for 25 years.

Let 3 (Two Dogs Fuckin’; 1989) Debut album by a cult rock band from Rijeka who represented Croatia in the Eurovision Song Contest 2023 with their provocative song ‘Mama ŠČ!’.








THE FOOD SCENE

Food takes centre-stage in Croatia, where eating together and eating well are a huge part of life.
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Traditional Croatian meat dish | Jelena990/Shutterstock ©
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Scan to explore more of Croatia’s food and drink



Croatian food echoes the varied cultures that have influenced the country throughout its history. There’s a sharp divide between the Italian-style cuisine along the coast and the flavours of Hungary, Austria and Turkey in the continental parts. Regardless of the region you’ll find tasty food made from fresh, in-season ingredients.

Although for the most part Croats are not overly experimental when it comes to food, they’re particularly passionate about it. They’ll spend hours discussing the quality of the lamb or the first-grade fish, and why it overshadows all food elsewhere.

Foodie culture is on the rise here, inspired by the slow-food movement, which focuses on fresh, local and seasonal ingredients and the joy of leisurely dining. Wine and olive-oil production have also been making waves, and there’s now a network of signposted routes around the country where you can savour these precious commodities.

Northern Flavours

Zagreb and northwestern Croatia favour the kind of hearty meat dishes that you might find in Vienna. Juicy pečenje (spit-roasted and baked meat) showcases janjetina (lamb), svinjetina (pork) and patka (duck), often accompanied by mlinci (baked noodles) or pečeni krumpir (roast potatoes).

Spicier than the food of other regions and marked by the Hungarian influence, Slavonian cuisine uses liberal amounts of paprika and garlic in its various stews, many of which feature fresh fish from the Drava and Danube Rivers, like carp, pike and perch.

Southern Style

Istrian cuisine has been attracting international foodies in recent years for its long gastronomic tradition, fresh ingredients and unique specialities. Truffles find their way into most dishes including, in more adventurous establishments, ice cream and chocolate cake.

Look for dishes featuring boškarin, an indigenous species of ox. Thin slices of dry-cured Istrian pršut (prosciutto) – also excellent in Dalmatia – are often on the appetiser list; it’s expensive because of the long hours and personal attention involved in smoking the meat. Istrian olive oil is highly rated and has won international awards. The tourist board has marked an olive-oil route along which you can visit local growers, tasting oils at the source. The best seasonal ingredients include white truffles, picked in autumn, and wild asparagus, harvested in spring.

Coastal cuisine in Kvarner and Dalmatia is typically Mediterranean, using a lot of olive oil, garlic, flat-leaf parsley, bay leaves and all manner of seafood. Favourites include baked whole fish, fried lignje (squid, sometimes stuffed with cheese and prosciutto) and hobotnica (octopus, either carpaccio, in a salad or cooked under a peka – domed baking lid).

Meals often begin with a first course of pasta or rižot (risotto) topped with seafood. For a special appetiser, try paški sir, a pungent hard sheep’s cheese from the island of Pag. Lamb from Cres and Pag is deemed Croatia’s best; they feed on fresh herbs, which gives the meat a distinct flavour.
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Dalmatian squid dish | JRP Studio/shutterstock ©


FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS
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Croatian wines | vedrana2701/shutterstock ©

Wine Day On the last Sunday in May each year, winemakers across Istria open their cellars for tastings of their top vintages.

Razgon: Festival Žlahtina A three-day celebration of this local wine variety in the village of Vrbnik on Krk.

Asparagus Festival In Lovran, a guest chef makes a colossal omelette with asparagus collected from Mt Učka by 10 volunteers over three days.

Wine Marathon Run and refresh along the way in the wine cellars of Zmajevac, Baranja, in late September.

Tuna, Sushi, Wine Festival Zadar’s showpiece event for foodies, taking place in April and featuring, well: tuna, sushi and wine.



Local Specialities


Try out these delicious mainstays.

Sweet Treats

Fritule Traditional sweet fritters, essentially balls of fried dough, with toppings.

Stonska torta Rich yummy cake from Ston, filled with chocolate and ground nuts.

Rafioli Almond-filled Dalmatian cookies that look like tiny ravioli.

Paprenjak Sweet pepper biscuits traditional for Croatia.

Međimurska gibanica A hearty layered cake from Međimurje.

Kremšnite Creamy, fluffy custard pie, the best ones from Samobor.

Street Food

Ćevapčići Small spicy meatballs of minced beef, lamb or pork.

Pljeskavica An ex-Yugo version of a hamburger patty.

Ražnjići Small chunks of pork grilled on a skewer.

Burek Pastry stuffed with ground meat, spinach or cheese.
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Fritule | Happy window/shutterstock ©

Carnivore Delights

Kulen A zesty cured sausage staple from Slavonia.

Patka sa mlincima Traditional dish of Zagorje, juicy duck with baked noodles.

Boškarin Indigenous species of ox in Istria, often served as carpaccio.

Janjetina Try the herb-fed lamb from from Cres, Pag or Lika, on the spit or under peka.

Pašticada Dalmatian beef stewed in wine, prunes and spices and served with gnocchi.

Vitalac Skewered lamb offal wrapped in lamb meat, a traditional speciality from Brač.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Pelegrini A celebration of Mediterranean cuisine in the ancient heart of Šibenik.

Restaurant 360 Dubrovnik’s finest offers contemporary dining perched right on the famous city walls.

Noel Take a culinary journey through the flavours of Croatia at this Michelin-star restaurant in Zagreb.

Foša Waterfront restaurant in Zadar where the award-winning chef prepares fish in the most creative of ways.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

Spring

Asparagus comes into season in Istria and Kvarner and gets its own festival. Istrian winemakers throw open their cellar doors in late May.
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Summer

Dine on freshly caught seafood by the sea, beat the heat with gelato and cocktails and join a late-summer wine harvest in Plešivica.
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Autumn

Food festivals for truffles (in Istria), chestnuts (in Kvarner) and wine (just about everywhere, especially on 11 November, the Feast of St Martin, the patron saint of wine and olive growers). It’s also olive harvest season.
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Winter

Time to warm up with hearty stews and fill up on Christmas treats at the stalls that pop up for Advent and later for the edible delights of Carnival season (think doughnuts galore).
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Best Croatia Dishes

Peka

Meat or octopus slow-cooked with potatoes under a domed baking lid

Fiš paprikaš

A staple from Slavonia, a paprika-flavoured stew showcasing fresh river fish.

Štrukli

A type of cottage-cheese-filled dumpling from the Zagorje region.

Maneštra

A thick vegetable-and-bean soup of Istria, similar to minestrone.

Brodet

Dalmatian main-stay, a seafood stew served with polenta; also known as brudet or brujet.

Buzara

Coastal stew variety, featuring a garlicky wine broth and most often mussels or scampi.

Fuži

Hand-rolled Istrian pasta often served with tartufi (truffles) or divljač (game meat).

Crni rižot

Black risotto, an intense coastal dish literally blackened with cuttlefish or squid.

Soparnik

A savoury flat pie from Omiš, filled with with Swiss chard and onions or garlic.







THE OUTDOORS

From its island-dotted coastline to the interior wilderness, Croatia is the perfect playground for a wild spectrum of outdoorsy explorations.


[image: jpg]

Paklenica National Park | zhukovvvlad/shutterstock ©

Croatia’s crystalline waters and rugged mountains open up a wealth of opportunities for active travellers. The gorgeous coastline and islands are a boaties’ playground, while in the interior, hiking and biking trails give access to forest-fringed lakes, verdant valleys and magnificent uplands.

Swimming, Diving & Snorkelling

Swimming tops the list with swimming spots along the coast, clear waters and excellent water quality. The water temp is usually higher than 20°C from June to October – in summer it can be over 25°C. Beaches may be sandy, shingly or rocky. Some of the best – like blissful Stiniva on Vis and Dubovica on Hvar – have large, smooth white pebbles.

Crystal-clear water makes snorkelling worthwhile almost everywhere, although special spots include Crveni Otok, near Rovinj. Diving is stellar, as the area’s turbulent history has bequeathed it numerous underwater sights, from wrecks dating to antiquity to a downed WWII plane. Watch out for prickly sea urchins in the rocky shallows, and seriously consider wearing plastic swimming shoes.

Hiking

Hiking can be as untaxing as a stroll along the boardwalks and lakeside trails of Plitvice or as challenging as the high reaches of Paklenica. Žumberak Samoborsko Gorje Nature Park has the best hiking in the interior with forests, caves, river canyons, waterfalls and mountain huts. Medvednica Nature Park is also excellent. Gorski Kotar, with Risnjak National Park, has lovely hikes. In Istria, scenic trails crisscross the peninsula, including the well-marked 11.5km circular track from Gračišće. Kvarner has off-the-beaten-track hiking in Učka Nature Park and well-marked trails on Cres, Krk, Lošinj and Rab Islands. Dalmatia highlights include Krka, Paklenica and Biokovo parks.

Spring, early summer and autumn are prime for hiking, beating the worst of the crowds and summer sun. National park and tourist offices can recommend a walk to suit you; many have free walking maps.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Spot bottlenose beauties on a dolphin-watching trip with Lošinj Marine Education Centre in Veli Lošinj.

Take a day trip to Brijuni National Park in Istria and go on an island safari by bicycle.

Explore the waterways of Kopački Rit Nature Park in Slavonia, home to more than 290 bird species – amazing during the autumn migration.

Be dazzled by the water wonderland of Plitvice Lakes National Park on one of the easy-peasy hikes.

Hop on an e-bike and whizz around storybook Mljet National Park with its gorgeous lakes.

Boat it out to the glowing caves of the islands surrounding Vis; their light is pure magic.
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Zlatni Rat beach | TMP - An Instant of Time/shutterstock ©

Cycling

Bike touring is popular, independently or in groups. It’s easy to hire bikes and there are plenty of quiet roads to explore, especially on the islands, Dalmatian hinterland and continental Croatia. Avoid the scenic Adriatic state road in peak season – there are no bike lanes and it is busy; at other times cyclists use some of its sections to ride the Euro-Velo 8 (eurovelo8.hr) Mediterranean Route.

Slavonia has excellent long-distance routes: the 80km Pannonian Peace Trail connecting Osijek and Sombor in Serbia; the 140km-long stretch of the Euro-Velo 6 Danube route alongside its borders with Hungary and Serbia, and the Amazon of Europe Bike Trail (aoebiketrail.com) along the Mura, Drava and Danube Rivers.

Croatia has two other Euro-Velo routes (eurovelo.com): EV9 and EV13. The unpaved Parenzana Bike Trail (parenzana.net) follows a former railway line between Italy’s Trieste and Poreč in Istria, and there are lovely local routes (istria-bike.com). Kvarner has great routes in Gorski Kotar (gorskikotarbike.com), Učka Nature Park and Krk, Rab, Cres and Lošinj Islands. The Lika region (lika-active.com) is super for cycling holidays with rivers, lakes, valleys and mountain views. Dalmatia has scenic trails on Brač, Hvar and Korčula Islands and in the Zadar, Šibenik, Split and Dubrovnik regions.


Get Your Adrenaline Rush

SAILING

Shoot the breeze on a leisurely day’s sailing in Split or around Hvar’s Pakleni archipelago.

KAYAKING

Watch the sunset over the dazzling old town of Dubrovnik from atop a sea kayak.

WINDSURFING

Try windsurfing on Zlatni Rat, the showcase beach of Brač Island.

RAFTING

Go all wild on the rapids of the rushing Cetina River near Omiš in Dalmatia.

ROCK CLIMBING

Tackle the hair-rising uphill routes and scramble up the rocks of Paklenica National Park.

CAVING

Explore the depths of Pazin Cave in Istria on an underground adventure guided by speleologists.

MOUNTAIN BIKING

Take the trails that lead up to the highest point of Brač Island, Vidova Gora (778m).





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Croatia’s best outdoor activities.
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CROATIA

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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Zagreb
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CROATIA’S COSY POCKET-SIZE CAPITAL

Zagreb is a laid-back little capital city big on coffee culture, vivacious street life spanning all four seasons, a clutch of offbeat museums and green spaces galore.
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No more a mere stopover en route to the coast, the capital of Croatia has firmly placed itself on the map of small European capitals on the rise.

The wintertime Advent festivities have done much to extend the tourist season, bringing droves of visitors to Zagreb for its Christmas markets at the time of year it normally had few visitors and almost zero street action. In the last few years, winter has become a definite highlight of the year and Croatia’s success story on how to extend the tourism season.

Beyond the big events that dot the calendar, Zagreb has an understated charm, it’s a city that grows on you in a slow-burn kind of way. Among its chief appeals? It’s a relaxed micro-metropolis made for strolling. Wander through the Upper Town’s red-roof and cobblestone splendour, peppered with charm and church spires. See the domes and ornate upper-floor frippery of the Lower Town’s mash-up of Secessionist, neo-baroque and Art Deco buildings. Check out its collection of quirky museums and dive into the city’s small but burgeoning art scene. Search out the grittier pockets of town where bland concrete walls have been transformed into colourful murals by local street artists.
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Afterwards, do as the locals do and head to a cafe. The cafe culture of Zagreb is just one facet of this city’s vibrant street life, egged on by a year-round bounty of events that bring music, pop-up markets and food stalls to the squares and parks.

Another underrated aspect of Zagreb is how green it is. With a nature park towering above it (Medvednica is a beloved weekend escape for locals) and 17 protected park forests, the city abounds with verdant semi-wild hideaways.

In the city itself, even when there’s nothing on, the centre thrums with lively energy, so it’s no surprise that Croatia’s capital is now bringing in the city-break crowd throughout the year, except from mid-January to February when it turns sleepy and grey. Zagreb is now the little city that could.


THE MAIN AREAS

Upper Town

Heaps of history and cobblestoned charm.

Lower Town

Parks, leafy squares and cool cafes.

Beyond the Centre

Art, woods and lakes.



Find Your Way

Zagreb is a small and compact city made for strolling, so it is best explored on foot. Taking one of its iconic blue trams is part of the fun, too, and a good way to reach the highlights beyond the city centre. Otherwise, for the best of Zagreb, just walk and wander.
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Plan Your Days

Fuel up for those city strolls with a cup of coffee, then roam the Upper and Lower Towns for their historic landmarks, quirky museums and a pulsating street life.
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Day 1

Morning

• Start the day at the buzzing Trg Bana Jelačića. Climb the steps up to the colourful Dolac Market before heading for the neo-Gothic cathedral and then Tkalčićeva for a wander up and down.

Afternoon

• After lunch, cross over to cobblestoned Radićeva to pop into its charming stores and head up to the Stone Gate. Check out the emblematic St Mark’s Church, then visit the Museum of Broken Relationships and the Lotrščak Tower for panoramic views.

Evening

• Take the funicular down to the Lower Town for dinner, followed by live music at one of the bars.




Day 2

Morning

• Head on up to Mirogoj Cemetery for a serene morning stroll amid its verdant parkland and ornate tombstones. Grab brunch around Dolac on the way down to the Lower Town.

Afternoon

• Check out the Museum of Illusions and another one or two quirky museums strewn around the Lower Town, peppered with a coffee break or two. Stroll up and down tree-lined Zrinjevac and the string of parks leading to the main train station.

Evening

• Find out what’s on at the Croatian Association of Artists, then head to the nearby Design District around Martićeva for bites and booze.




Day 3

Morning

• For a dose of art and to see what’s happening on the scene, visit one of the art galleries in the Lower Town or venture outside the centre to Lauba or the Museum of Contemporary Art.

Afternoon

• To work off the lunch, make it out to Maksimir for a woodsy walk or for lakeside recreation, Jarun or Bundek. Or go hunting for the planets in Zagreb’s solar system.

Evening

• Catch a ballet or opera at the Croatian National Theatre or some contemporary theatre at ZKM. Have nightcap cocktails at OUT Rooftop Bar.



You’ll Also Want To…

Dive deeper into the less obvious landmarks and experiences of Lower and Upper Towns and travel beyond the centre for some cool art and parks.

VISIT UPPER TOWN MUSEUMS & GALLERIES

Pop into the Croatian Museum of Naïve Art and Galerija Klovićevi Dvori.
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GO FOR SOME CRAFT BEER

Check out Zagreb’s booming craft-beer scene on an Upper Town bar hop and a visit to Garden Brewery.
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TAKE A GUIDED TOUR BY BIKE

Explore Zagreb on two wheels on one of the city’s fun guided bicycle tours, with various themes.
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CHECK OUT COFFEE SHOPS

Haunt Zagreb’s speciality coffee shops strewn around the city; stop by Cogito or Luta.
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BLEND IN DURING SATURDAY’S ŠPICA

Dress your best for špica when everyone parades around the city centre; grab a cafe table on Preradovićeva.
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ROAM PROTECTED PARK FORESTS

Get lost in the semi-wild greenery of one of Zagreb’s 17 protected park forests; Maksimir is the star.
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HUNT DOWN THE COOLEST STREET ART

Zagreb has an exciting street-art scene and graffiti artist Leon GSK offers tours.
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Upper Town


HEAPS OF HISTORY AND COBBLESTONED CHARM

As the oldest part of Zagreb, the Upper Town (Gornji Grad) is a storybook maze of cobblestone streets and squares wonderful for roaming around. Spread across two hills, Gradec and Kaptol, today connected by a string of staircases and passageways, this is where the city originally began in medieval times. When the two settlements merged in 1850, Zagreb was born.

Today, the age-old Upper Town streets are speckled with landmark buildings from baroque palaces, neoclassical mansions and medieval towers to neo-Gothic churches, all from various stages of Zagreb’s history. While pockets of Upper Town may appear sleepy and abandoned, its cobblestone feast of historic architecture has dashes of vibrant life, with perennially full cafe-bars lining the buzzy Tkalčićeva street alongside quirky museums and leafy viewpoints. It also hosts many events, including winter Advent and festivals throughout spring and summer.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Cathedral of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary

2Dolac Market

3Lotrščak Tower

4Mirogoj Cemetery

5Museum of Broken Relationships

6Radićeva

7Stone Gate

SIGHTS

8Statue of Antun Gustav Matoš

9Croatian Museum of Naïve Art

10Funicular Railway

11Galerija Klovićevi Dvori

12Gradec Plateau

13Grič Tunnel

14Opatovina

15Ribnjak

16St Catherine’s Church

17St Mark’s Church

18Tkalča

19Zagreb ‘80s Museum

20Zagreb City Museum

EATING

21La Štruk

22Zagreb Gourmet

23Zakmardi Stairs

DRINKING

24Pod Starim Krovovima




TOP TIP

Brace yourself for a loud blast at noon sharp. You’ll likely get startled but fear not; it’s not an explosion but the sound of the Grič cannon from the Lotrščak Tower that has been marking midday for the last 100 years. Noon comes with a bang in Zagreb, and locals set their watches by it.
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Dolac Market

A feast of food and colours

Indulge your senses at this bustling central farmers market dotted with red parasols and countless stalls overflowing with fresh fruit and veg.

With its pops of colour, the ‘belly of Zagreb’ offers a field day for photo ops. Dolac has been trader-central since the 1930s when the city authorities set up a market space on the ‘border’ between the Upper and Lower Towns.

Vendors from all over Croatia descend here daily to hawk their garden-fresh produce. The main part is on an elevated square; the street level has indoor stalls selling meat, dairy and flowers. The stalls at the northern end of the market are packed with locally produced honey, oil, handicrafts and fast-food kiosks.

Lotrščak Tower

Wow vistas and cannon blasts

Built in the mid-13th century to protect the south city gate from invasions, the medieval tower is an Upper City icon with a wonderful panoramic viewpoint you can visit (except on Mondays) for a sweeping 360-degree view of the city. Since 1877, a cannon has been fired from the tower every day at noon, allegedly to commemorate a day in the mid-15th century when the cannon was fired to ward off Turks who were camped across the Sava River.

Cathedral of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary

City icon and neo-Gothic masterpiece

The twin spires of Zagreb’s cathedral, Croatia’s largest sacral building, have soared over the city for eight centuries. The original structure has been transformed and rebuilt many times due to fires and earthquakes but its signature neo-Gothic look came about at the turn of the 20th century. It was closed and under lace-like scaffolding at the time of research for repairs after the 2020 earthquake, which tore off the top of the southern spire and caused other damage.

Stone Gate

Soulful passageway with candles aflame

This eastern gate to medieval Gradec is a soulful shrine and a serene spot to pause on your city wanderings. According to legend, a great fire in 1731 destroyed every part of the wooden gate except for the painting of the Virgin and Child (by an unknown 17th-century artist). People believe that the painting possesses miraculous powers and come regularly to pray, light candles and leave flowers as an offering. Square stone slabs are engraved with thanks and praise to the Virgin Mary. Past the Stone Gate you’ll see a bronze statue of Dora Krupićeva, a character from The Goldsmith’s Gold, an 18th-century historical novel by renowned Croatian novelist August Šenoa.
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Mirogoj Cemetery

Final resting place of poignant beauty

One of the most beautiful cemeteries in Europe, Mirogoj is a monumental place designed in 1876 by Austrian-born architect Herman Bollé, who created numerous buildings around Zagreb. The majestic arcade, topped by a string of creeping ivy-covered cupolas, looks like an imposing fortress from the outside, but feels calm and graceful on the inside. The final resting place of some 300,000 souls, including many famous Croatians, Mirogoj is an open-air art gallery worth a stroll along its maze of leafy lanes shaded by spruce, chestnut and maple trees. Check out the variety of sepulchral art on the ornate tombstones.

[image: jpg]

Mirogoj Cemetery | Nigel Killeen/Getty Images ©

Museum of Broken Relationships

Quirky spot for all the feels

From romances that withered to broken family connections, this wonderfully weird museum explores the mementoes left over after a relationship ends. On display in the string of all-white rooms, donations from around the globe range from the hilarious to the heartbreaking, and each comes with a story attached. The innovative collection toured the world until it settled here in its permanent home. Check out the adjacent store – the ‘bad memories eraser’ is a bestseller – and the cosy cafe with pavement tables.


ZAGREB CARD

Purchase the Zagreb Card for free transport all around the city (with ZET trams, buses and the funicular) as well as free entry to five museums (Museum of Broken Relationships, Chocolate Museum Zagreb, Zagreb City Museum, Museum of Contemporary Art and Nikola Tesla Technical Museum) plus the Zagreb Zoo and heaps of discounts on top.

You can choose the 24-hour (for €20) or the 72-hour card (€26), available from the visitor centres as well as from a number of hotels, and online.

Scan this QR code to find out more about the Zagreb Card.
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Funicular, Stairs & Tunnel

Scale the hills of Zagreb

The steep south–north-facing streets of the Upper Town can be a strain on the knees but luckily there are shortcuts and scenic routes. The iconic blue Zagreb funicular, said to be the world’s shortest cable railway used for public transport, has connected the Lower and Upper Towns since 1890. The ride takes 64 seconds, has fun views and costs just €0.66; catch it from Tomićeva right off Ilica, up to the Lotrščak Tower.

The mystery-laden Grič Tunnel that connects Mesnička and Radićeva makes for a great respite from heat if you’re exploring the city on a summer day. Built in 1943 for use as a WWII air-raid shelter, it sits empty except on special occasions such as festivals, when it becomes a site of art installations. Enter from Mesnička or below Stross and get out in a passageway just off Ilica, next door to NAMA department store.

There are also many stairs, if you want to do the legwork; look for the wooden stairs by the funicular, the Zakmardijeve from Radićeva up to Stross and Felbinger’s stairs from Tkalča to the Upper Town.

Impressive Sacral Architecture

Check out the churches

The Upper Town has a clutch of sacral buildings worth checking out on your wayfarings. Alongside the cathedral, 13th-century St Mark’s Church on the namesake square, which is also home to the Croatian parliament, is one of the city’s iconic sights. Its showpiece is the colourful glazed tiled roof, with the medieval coat of arms of Croatia, Dalmatia and Slavonia on the left side, and the emblem of Zagreb on the right.

On Catherine’s Sq, a stroll away from St Mark’s, stunning St Catherine’s Church was built in the 17th century by Jesuits. Although battered by fire and reconstructed by Herman Bollé after the massive 1880 earthquake, the facade of this single-nave baroque beauty still gleams; the interior contains a fine altar dating from 1762 and 18th-century medallions depicting the life of St Catherine on the ceiling of the nave.

These churches are only open during Mass so use the chance to peek in if you happen to be around then.

WHERE TO FIND TRADITIONAL FOOD IN THE UPPER TOWN

Didov San

Rustic tavern serving traditional Neretva River delta cuisine; think grilled eel and prosciutto-wrapped frogs. €€

Stari Fijaker

Sample old-school Croatian and Central European staples while soaking up the atmosphere of yesteryear. €€

Amfora

Right by the fishmonger’s on Dolac, a frozen-in-time spot serving fresh seafood from next door. €


BEST OF UPPER TOWN SUMMER FESTS

Ljeto na Strossu

This summerlong event stages a variety of happenings all along the leafy Stros, including free outdoor film screenings, concerts and art workshops.

Grič Evenings

A series of concerts every July in the Klovićevi Dvori Gallery atrium ranges from chamber music and jazz to world tunes.

Courtyards/Dvorišta

For 10 days each July, a bunch of normally off-limits Upper Town courtyards open their doors for live music, food and booze.

Okolo // Around

This annual event brings public art installations and urban interventions to the streets of Zagreb for about 10 days each August, many in the Upper Town.



Museum & Gallery-Hopping

Scope out the art or go back in time

Though the entire Upper Town is like an open-air museum, there are also a couple of indoor museums worth popping into. Housed inside the 17th-century Convent of St Claire, Zagreb City Museum (closed Mondays) presents the history of Zagreb through a hodgepodge of exhibits. The displays include archaeological finds unearthed during the building’s restoration in the 1990s; old city plans, lithographs and documents; altars and stone masonry from the cathedral and St Mark’s; and socialist-era paraphernalia.

Croatian Museum of Naïve Art (closed on weekends) displays works belonging to this art form that was highly fashionable locally and worldwide during the 1960s and ‘70s and has declined somewhat since. The discipline’s most important artists, such as Generalić, Mraz, Rabuzin and Smajić, are all displayed here. The collection on view illustrates the full range of colourful and often dreamlike styles within the genre.

Definitely check out what’s on at Galerija Klovićevi Dvori (closed Mondays), one of the city’s most prestigious art spaces, that hosts a swath of temporary exhibitions throughout the year. Housed in a former 17th-century Jesuit monastery, the gallery has an atrium that hosts concerts and events during festivals, and a nice cafe.

Go retro at the four-room Zagreb ‘80s Museum devoted to the city’s golden decade. There are reconstructions of typical lounge and kitchen interiors, a room devoted to iconic games (with Commodore 64 and Atari on display), and plenty of memorabilia. A lot of the exhibits are interactive, so kids can have great fun here playing dress-up in ‘80s fashion and trying to figure out how all those low-tech gadgets work.

BEST BARS IN THE UPPER TOWN

Craft Room

On Opatovina, a fab range of local brews and grub, plus two outdoor terraces.

Valhalla Beer Bar

Buzzy spot on Radićeva with lots of beers on tap and great vibes.

Mali Medo

A prime spot along Tkalča for house-brewed beers late into the night.


SHOPS NOT TO MISS
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Dora Zoričić, co-owner of Koza (@koza_gornjigrad on Instagram), a shop and studio for gorgeous handcrafted leather bags and accessories, tucked away on Basaričekova, shares her favourite stores along Radićeva.

Boudoir

Take a peek inside this fashion fairy tale, a boutique where two sisters sew magical one-of-a-kind dresses, all glitters, lace and their own cool prints.

Link Gallery

Great little concept store that curates the best of Croatian design items, from fountain pens and sneakers to coasters and backpacks.

Lapidarium

This is the spot for exquisite jewellery, both contemporary and traditional, crafted on the premises. It’s also a platform for other Croatian jewellery designers.



Tops for Panoramas

Chase the best city views

The Upper Town is the most scenic vantage point for catching the panoramas of Zagreb spreading below. Among the best spots to do so is the Strossmayer promenade or Stross, as locals call this leafy prom that was the city’s first public walkway, today lined with chestnut trees and benches. The bench with the statue of Croatian writer Antun Gustav Matoš, sitting there wistfully, is a great place to unwind and take in the vistas.

The viewpoint from Lotrščak Tower is a stunner, as is the vista from the Gradec plateau, just behind St Catherine’s Church, stretching across red-tile roofs towards the cathedral.

Shopping Along Radićeva

Scour for cool souvenirs

Among the scenic approaches towards the Upper Town is a walk along this steep, charming, cobblestone street, one of the oldest in Zagreb. In the 19th century, Radićeva was a buzzy place for trading. Today, it gets a lot of foot traffic by tourists en route to the Upper Town, its historic townhouses fittingly lined with gift shops and boutiques selling local arts, crafts, artisan food products and designer fashion. Take time popping into the storefronts; some will give you drinks and foods to sample. Rakija (grappa) as fuel, anyone?

Pastel-Coloured Charm of Tkalča

Hop between sidewalk cafe-bars

Strolling up and down this charming pedestrian street that winds uphill from Trg Bana Jelačića is a favourite pastime for locals – and an iconic experience for visitors. Centuries ago, a stream lined with watermills ran in its place, separating the medieval settlements of Kaptol and Gradec. Today, Tkalča, as Tkalčićeva is called by locals, is lined with pastel-coloured townhouses and cafe terraces bustling with life day and night. Pick your sidewalk table for great people-watching and city-vibe-soaking, drink in hand.

Bar Hop for Top Hops

Check out the craft-beer scene

Zagreb’s craft-beer scene is heating up, with a bunch of places now devoted to local craft brews. Though beer hot spots are scattered all around the city, the Upper Town has a clutch of great ones along Opatovina, Tkalča and Radićeva, making for an easy-breezy bar hop. Make sure to stop by for a beer or a glass of gemišt (white wine diluted with sparkling water) in Zagreb’s oldest cafe, Pod Starim Krovovima (on Basaričekova, around the corner from St Mark’s Church); it’s been serving drinks in pot-bellied glasses since 1830.

BEST BRUNCH SPOTS IN THE UPPER TOWN

Salo

This bright bistro-bakery on Opatovina doles out artisan breads, small creative plates and speciality coffee. €

Broom 44

Right on Dolac, with tables spilling onto the market, serves world-cuisine-inspired dishes, mostly plant-based. €

Otto & Frank

Hearty breakfasts of eggs, French toast and the like till noon; yummy burgers and bar vibes after. €
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Street Art Hot Spots

Spot the coolest

Roam the two parks of the Upper Town, tiny Opatovina and the more rambling Ribnjak that stretches below the cathedral, on the lookout for some of Zagreb’s coolest street art. Don’t miss the street-art hall of fame, the Zakmardi stairs (Zakmardijeve) that lead up from Radićeva towards Stross.


MARIJA JURIć ZAGORKA STATUE

At Tkalčićeva 25, check out the statue of Marija Jurić Zagorka, the first Croatian female journalist and activist who spoke publicly for women’s rights back in the early 20th century.

She wrote a number of period novels set in Zagreb, including the Witch of Grič series.

Her former home on Dolac 8 has been turned into a memorial apartment, with an exhibit on her life and work. It’s run by the Centre for Women’s Studies and is open for individual visits on Thursdays from 11am till 7pm (or for groups by appointment on other days).



Dig into Croatia’s Food Scene

Learn to make doughy štrukli

An iconic Croatian dish, štrukli is a cottage-cheese-filled dumpling traditional for Zagreb and the Zagorje region. Zagreb Gourmet (zagrebgourmet.com) offers culinary workshops on Opatovina, up the stairs from Dolac. A hands-on class includes hand-rolling your dough, with a short visit to the market while the štrukli are in the oven. Don’t feel like rolling dough but want to try some štrukli? Check out La Štruk bistro around the corner on Skalinska, where you can sample all sorts of varieties.


DOUGHY GOODNESS

Don’t miss trying the štrukli served at Le Bistro at Esplanade Hotel in Zagreb and at any of the restaurants in Zagorje, the original home of štrukli.



BEST BARS IN THE UPPER TOWN

MK Krolo

This darling of Zagreb’s dive bars, on Radićeva, is the hangout for artists, bohos, media types and local drunks.

Bornstein Wine Bar

On Kaptol just up from the cathedral, a great vaulted place to sample over 100 Croatian wines.

Tolkien’s House

On Opatovina, a longstanding favourite, with funky interiors and a good selection of craft beers.




Lower Town


PARKS, LEAFY SQUARES AND COOL CAFES

The Lower Town (Donji Grad) is pretty much the entire city centre of Zagreb below the Upper Town – anything below the historic hills stretching towards the north. Roughly, it runs between the Upper Town and the main train station with its historicist terminal building, along Ilica towards the west and all the way to Martićeva and the ‘design district’ that sprouted in its surrounding streets. The Lower Town has a distinct old-world flair and Central European flavour, plus some of the city’s most offbeat museums, contemporary art galleries and fine examples of grand Habsburg-era architecture. With its leafy U-shaped series of parks and squares known as Lenuci’s Horseshoe, it’s simply perfect for strolling and exploring the vibrant cafe culture Zagreb is known for.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Croatian Association of Artists

2Esplanade

3Croatian National Theatre

4Trg Bana Jelačića

5Zrinjevac

SIGHTS

6Botanical Garden

7Cannabis Museum

8Chocolate Museum

9Croatian State Archives

10Ethnographic Museum

11Galerija Miroslav Kraljević

12Galerija SC

13Galerija Šira

14Grounded Sun

15Museum of Hangovers

16Museum of Illusions

17Museum of Selfie & Memories

18Mushroom Museum

19New Wave Museum

20Typhlological Museum

Tours

21Blue Bike Tours

22Bike Tours Zagreb

23Zagreb City Tour

EATING

24Fetiš Bistro & Deli

25Noel

26Pizzeria Park

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

27Booksa

28Cafe u Dvorištu

29Cogito Coffee

30Eliscaffe

31Express Bar

32Filteraj

33Luta

34Monocycle

35Mr Fogg

36Program

37Quahwa

entertainment

38ZKM




TOP TIP

For a fun way to get around the Lower Town, use Nextbike, a bike-sharing system available 24/7 that lets you rent a bicycle from 20 station terminal locations around the city. Pay as you go or get a seven-day pass. More at nextbike.hr.
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Offbeat Museums

Quite a collection, from bizarre to boozy

Take in drunken tales and play drunk darts at the Museum of Hangovers. At the Typhlological Museum, you can experience artwork by the visually impaired, visit a dark room and learn about Braille. The New Wave Museum takes you on a music journey back to Zagreb’s golden era in the late 1970s and into the 1980s, when the city had a happening punk and rock scene. You can have heaps of fun snapping away at the Museum of Selfie & Memories.
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The Buzz of Trg Bana Jelačića

Mingle with locals on the main square

Zagreb’s main orientation point, the separation line between the Upper and Lower Towns and its geographic heart is Trg Bana Jelačića. If you enjoy people-watching, sit in one of the cafes and watch the tramloads of people getting out, greeting each other and dispersing among the newspaper kiosks and flower stalls lining the strip towards Dolac.

The square’s name is a tribute to Ban Jelačić, the 19th-century ban (governor) who led Croatian troops into an unsuccessful battle with Hungary in the hope of winning more autonomy for his people. Today, the equestrian statue of Jelačić and the clock tower nearby are the main rendezvous points.

Zagreb’s Quirky Exhibits

Nature and edibles on museum display

For a city its size, Zagreb has an incredible variety of unusual museums, covering all sorts of niche phenomena – from nature’s bounty to plants you can marvel at; plus you can even taste some of the exhibits. Check out the interactive displays at the Chocolate Museum, where admission includes tasting different treats straight from your ticket, which comes in the shape of a chocolate box. Learn the difference between hemp, cannabis and marijuana (still very much illegal in Croatia, FYI) at the Cannabis Museum. Check out the plants inside, get the lowdown on the history of medicinal use of cannabis; you can even smoke your ticket later. Then it’s on to a fungi feast, to see the collection of freeze-dried mushrooms, more than 1200 of them, on display at the Mushroom Museum, including some highly poisonous ones.

Croatian Association of Visual Artists

Check out the art on display

A stroll east of Trg Bana Jelačića on Trg Žrtava Fašizma, the Croatian Association of Visual Artists (HDLU) gallery is housed in one of the few architectural works by Ivan Meštrović, a striking circular pavilion. It’s a must on the art circuit of Zagreb, with a busy and diverse rolling program of exhibitions and events throughout the year; check out what’s on while you’re in town. The building itself has also had several fascinating incarnations, including a stint as a mosque in the 1940s; people in Zagreb still call it ‘the old mosque’.
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Tree-Lined Beauty of Zrinjevac

Stroll up and down this leafy square

Officially called Trg Nikole Šubića Zrinskog but lovingly known as Zrinjevac, this verdant square is a major hangout during sunshiny weekends and hosts pop-up stalls during the spring and summer months and for Advent. It’s also home to Zagreb’s first fountain, which was built in 1893 and designed by Herman Bollé, and acts as a venue for many festivals and events, most centred on the ornate music pavilion that dates from 1891. Zrinjevac is part of the Green Horseshoe, also known as Lenuci Horseshoe, a U-shaped series of seven city squares with parks.

Amazing Museum of Illusions

Get all funky and twisted

Visitors of all ages are treated to heaps of fun at this fantastic little sensory adventure that started in Zagreb in 2015 and has since spread with franchises across the world, including New York, Dubai and Athens. Children, in particular, are in for a great time. The Slanted Room or the Mirror of Truth are among 70+ intriguing exhibits, hologram pictures, puzzles and educational games that offer up a fun mental workout. The museum shop has fabulous 3D puzzles and Dilemma Games – didactic toys that make a perfect souvenir.

Flower Power at the Botanical Garden

Roam this serene verdant hideaway

The lovely garden smack at the heart of the city, steps from the main train station on Marulićev trg, has a maze of meandering paths perfect for a spot of serene strolling and meditation on its restful corners. Laid out in 1892, it has an English-style arboretum, a greenhouse with giant water lilies, a flower parterre and a pretty mahogany larch-wood bridge.


TOSS A COIN & MAKE A WISH

The Manduševac fountain on Bana Jelačića is named after Manda, a beautiful girl who – according to local lore – once gave water from this ancient spring to a knight who returned from battle thirsty.

See all those coins in the fountain? They are all wishes come true by people who tossed them in for good luck.

It’s also believed that drinking the water from the fountain will make you come back to Zagreb. We don’t advise drinking the water but the fountain is a favourite hangout spot for visitors and locals alike.



Spectacular Croatian State Archives

Take in the feast of Art Nouveau

Zagreb’s most majestic Art Nouveau building, with massive owls of wisdom staring out from the corners of the roof, was built in 1913 to house the National and University Library. Today it’s home to the state archives, and two daily tours (on weekdays) allow you a peek inside its grand interiors.

BEST CLASSIC CROATIAN FOOD IN THE LOWER TOWN

Vinodol

Upscale Central European fare with a modern tweak. Go for succulent lamb or veal and potatoes under peka. €€

Heritage

Petit snack bar and delicatessen serving traditional Croatian finger food. Tricky to get a table. €

Gostionica Ficlek

Real-deal Zagreb mainstays, grandma-style. Right by Dolac, so as fresh as it gets. €


THE CRAVAT REGIMENT

From mid-April to mid-October, check out the changing of the guard ceremony that takes place twice a month (ask at the visitor centres, which have the exact dates).

It starts at Trg Bana Jelačića at noon and continues on to the plateau in front of the cathedral. It’s tied into the necktie – the cravat – which is a Croatian invention that graced the uniforms of Croatian cavalrymen during the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48).

The reenactors of these legendary horsemen, the men you’ll see wearing traditional soldier garb, are today known as the Cravat Regiment.
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Croatian Heritage at the Ethnographic Museum

Check out the wealth of artefacts

The ethnographic heritage of Croatia is catalogued in this museum housed in a domed 1903 building on Mažuranićev trg. Out of 70,000 items, about 2750 are on display, including ceramics, jewellery, musical instruments, tools, weapons and folk costumes, such as gold-embroidered scarves from Slavonia and lace from the island of Pag.

Fabulous Croatia National Theatre

Catch some highbrow entertainment

This monumental theatre on Trg Republike Hrvatske, in a bright-yellow neo-baroque building established in 1895, stages a regular program of opera and ballet performances and plays. Check out Ivan Meštrović ‘s sculpture The Well of Life (1905) that stands out front.

BEST FOR CREATIVE CROATIAN & MODERN EUROPEAN CUISINE

NAV

Tucked away in a courtyard off Masarykova, innovative dishes feature all-star ingredients by star chef Tvrtko Šakota. €€€

Noel

Zagreb’s first and only Michelin-starred restaurant, on a corner off Martićeva – a culinary journey across Croatia. €€€

Teatrium by Filho

Signature cuisine by the enfant terrible of Zagreb’s chefs, Filip Horvat, in the atrium of ZKM. €€€

Contempo Theatre at Zagrebačko Kazalište Mladih

See what’s on stage at ZKM

The Zagreb Youth Theatre, better known as ZKM, on Teslina, is considered the cradle of Croatia’s contemporary theatre. It hosts several festivals and many visiting troupes from around the world. Check what’s on at zekaem.hr.

Hubs for Contemporary Art

Scour the galleries for the latest shows

Zagreb’s palpable creative energy is driven by a host of young ambitious artists and curators. The city has a variety of places where you can catch homegrown art as well as work by contemporary international artists. If you want to discover new art trends in Croatia and the region, there are several spaces to check out. A 10-minute walk from the Croatian National Theatre, Galerija SC at the Student Centre offers space for young artists to showcase their work, from photography and sculpture to performance art. In a tiny space on the outer edge of Zagreb’s ‘design district’, Galerija Miroslav Kraljević explores contemporary art practices and features work by international and Croatian artists. At Galerija Šira (shira.alu.hr), run by the Academy of Fine Arts, students can showcase their own work in this space smack in the heart of the Lower Town.


BEST FESTIVALS & EVENTS TO CATCH IN ZAGREB

Zagrebdox

Catch documentary films from around the globe during this annual international festival in Zagreb. April

Subversive Festival

Europe’s activists and philosophers descend on Zagreb in droves for film screenings and lectures. May

Festival of Lights

Zagreb comes alive with impressive light installations placed all over its streets, squares and parks. March

Cest Is d’Best

Zagreb’s beloved street festival brings music, dance, theatre, art, sports and other fun events to stages around the city centre. May

Artupunktura

A platform for art and culture that puts on an amazing roster of events and art all over the city every autumn. October to November



Two-Wheeling It Around Town

Take a guided tour by bicycle

While Zagreb isn’t the most bike-friendly of European cities, two-wheeling it is becoming more and more common, as new bike lanes are being added to the city streets. Seeing Zagreb on a guided bike tour is a great way to explore it. Sign up for the classic three-hour city tour on one of the orange bikes by Bike Tours Zagreb (biketours.life) or choose among thematic tours by Blue Bike Tours (zagrebbybike.com), ranging from Made in Zagreb that explores local crafts to Back to Socialism that takes in the socialist architecture of Novi Zagreb; reservations are required for all tours.

BEST HOSTELS IN THE LOWER TOWN

Swanky Mint

Happening backpackers, with a garden bar, seasonal pool, dorms, private rooms, apartments and an Asian-fusion restaurant. €

Hostel 63

Shipshape, squeaky clean, decked out well and run by helpful staff. Quiet location, in a courtyard off Vlaška. €

Chillout Hostel

Party hostel in an alley by the funicular, with a very social vibe, a bar, restaurant, tours and more. €


BEST FOR CAKE & PASTRIES

Amelie

On Vlaška right below the cathedral, with a French flavour, yummy creamy cakes and tables on the terrace.

Vincek

A Zagreb institution, this slastičarna (patisserie) on Ilica has been a fave for ice cream and cake since the 1970s.

Vis à Vis

Right by the funicular, Vincek’s little sister dishes health-conscious treats; think vegan, gluten- and white-sugar-free.

Meet Mia

Brunch and cake bar on Vlaška, with scrummy doughnuts, wow eclairs and other treats.

Korica

With three branches around the Lower Town, this artisanal bakery has lip-smacking pastries and sandwiches.



Trendy Enclave Around Martićeva

Hang out in Zagreb’s ‘design district’

The once unassuming area around Martićeva on the eastern edge of the city centre has become a hot and happening neighbourhood. Dubbed Zagreb’s Design District after a festival of that name that ran a couple of years in a row, though nobody really calls it that, it’s the hangout for creatives, designers, trendsetters, liberals and free thinkers. The place that put it on the map when it opened back in 2004 is Booksa, still alive and kicking. Bookworms and poets, writers and performers, oddballs and artists…basically anyone creative in Zagreb comes to this book-themed cafe to chat and drink coffee, browse the library, co-work and hear readings.

Along the pedestrian strip of Mala Martićeva with its colourful mural-painted pavement, a couple of doors down from Booksa, also along leafy little Grga Martić square is Program, a chic cafe-bar and neigbourhood hub. Cornerside Fetiš Bistro & Deli sits across the street on Martićeva, focused on gluten-free food, then came Luta down on Bauerova, a Berlin-style storefront coffeeshop where kava (coffee) is tops and the baristas take it seriously. Noel and its next-door bakery are within a five-minute radius, as is one of the coolest bars in Zagreb, the buzzy and smoke-filled Mr Fogg, with its dark steampunk interiors spread on two floors. Pizzeria Park on Mala Martićeva, next to Booksa, is the go-to for doughy goodness in the ‘hood.

STANDOUT HISTORIC HOTELS IN THE LOWER TOWN

Esplanade Zagreb Hotel

Grande dame of Zagreb hotels, a belle époque beauty with plush rooms steps from the main train station. €€€

Amadria Park Hotel Capital

Heritage hotel on Jurišićeva inside a former bank, with splendid whiffs of history and Art Deco design touches. €€€

Hotel Jägerhorn

Zagreb’s oldest hotel (1827) is a peaceful oasis in a passageway off Ilica, with subdued elegance and a terrace cafe. €€
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Zagreb’s Very Own Solar System

Take in the Nine Views art installation

It all started with the Grounded Sun, the bright golden sphere-shaped sculpture made by renowned Croatian artist Ivan Kožarić back in 1971 and placed on Bogovićeva as a landmark, where you’ll still find it today. Then in 2004 another artist, Davor Preis, created metal scale models of the planets in the solar system, used the Grounded Sun as the centre, and placed them in relative distances at nine locations around the city. Some are in pretty out-of-the-way neighbourhoods you’d never go to otherwise, but it’s a fun quest – to see all the planets of Zagreb’s own solar system.

Here are the placements of the planets around the city centre, all within easy walking distance: Mercury – Margaretska 3; Venus – Trg Bana Josipa Jelačića 3; Earth – Varšavska 9; and Mars – Tkalčićeva 21.


THE PEAK OF ZAGREB’S WEEK

To experience the zenith of Zagreb’s top pastime – coffee drinking and socialising – head into the town centre for the špica, the very local tradition of people-watching while sipping coffee roughly between 11am and 2pm every Saturday, before or after a run at the Dolac Market.

Now elevated to the status of a ritual, this showdown of latest fashions and gossip has people competing for prime pavement tables along Bogovićeva, Preradovićeva and Tkalčićeva.

Expect paparazzi, celebs and wannabes dressed to the nines, paired with heaps of action, especially on sun-splashed days. It’s typical Zagreb hubbub worth catching.



The Coffee Buzz of Zagreb

From bean to cup to ritual

Coffee in Croatia has always been deeply ingrained in its culture, with a strong social aspect. Pretty much everything happens over kava, from business and gossip to catch-up and first dates. If a Zagreb local has time on their hands, chances are you’ll find them at a cafe.

This local love of coffee was the perfect platform for the rise of speciality coffee in Zagreb, which has become one of the city’s top draws. Among the first to kick off the movement was Eliscaffee on Ilica right off Britanac, roasting their own 100% arabica beans and serving a mean triestino (a Trieste-style large macchiato in a glass). Then came Cogito Coffee, Croatia’s top boutique roasters adjacent to its artsy Cafe U Dvorištu, devoted to sourcing in-season fresh coffee beans and seeing the process through all the way to that delicious cup of coffee you’ll drink at one of its Zagreb locations (it has four, plus two in Dubrovnik and one in Philadelphia).

Another roastery and coffee shop worth checking out is Quahwa, tucked away in a courtyard off Teslina; it serves some of the finest arabica in Zagreb, from superstrong lattes to traditional Turkish coffee. Other places not to miss for fantastic speciality coffee are Express Bar on Petrinjska, Monocycle on Kneza Mislava and Filteraj, a plant-based zero-waste cafe on Vlaška.

BEST PLACES FOR LIVE MUSIC IN THE LOWER TOWN

Tvornica Kulture

Excellent multimedia venue showcasing a variety of live music performances. Steps from Martićeva.

Bacchus Jazz Bar

Bohemian courtyard garden and bar, with live jazz, jam sessions and pub quizzes. Near the train station.

Booze & Blues

Haven of jazz, blues and rock ‘n’ roll, with a stellar weekend live-music line-up. Perched at the top of Tkalča.


ZAGREB FOR CHILDREN

Zagreb is a child-friendly city with both some wonderful attractions directly catering for kids plus a bundle of free social events taking place in the city centre.

Children up to the age of seven travel free on public transport and most sights have free or discounted entry for little ones.

Some of the great spots to visit with children include the Museum of Illusions; Backo Mini Express, with its massive model railway; and Technical Museum Nikola Tesla.

For sports and outdoor recreation, head to Boćarski Dom by the Sava River; Maksimir Park; Sports & Recreational Centre Šalata; and the lakes at Jarun and Bundek.
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Belle Époque Beauty of the Esplanade Hotel

Pay a visit to the grand dame of hotels

Even if you’re not spending the night at this grande dame of hotels, the Esplanade Zagreb Hotel, there are reasons to pay a visit to this splendid masterpiece of belle époque architecture built in 1925 as lodging for passengers travelling on the Orient Express train from Paris to Istanbul.

For an iconic culinary experience, book a table at the hotel’s Le Bistro restaurant and order its legendary Esplanade štrukli, a handmade oven-baked pastry that oozes fresh cottage cheese, a staple of Le Bistro since 1951. On a sunny day, it’s wonderful to have a drink on the gorgeous Oleander Terrace, once described by Croatia’s famous writer Miroslav Krleža as the place where the Balkans end and Europe begins. Another foodie must-have is a fine dining experience at Zinfandel’s, the Esplanade’s elegant restaurant where chef Ana Grgić Tomić concocts creative contemporary interpretations of classic Croatian dishes.

Street Party with Projekt Ilica: Q’Art

Enjoy streetside fun, art, games and music

One of the more recent city projects, Zagreb’s answer to a block party, Q’Art has been transforming Zagreb’s iconic street, Ilica, for the longest time into a street festival that gathers artists, artisans and creatives for a day of music, mingling and displaying and selling their arts and crafts. The aim is to revive abandoned spaces and neglected courtyards along Ilica, which is also Zagreb’s longest thoroughfare. Q’Art takes place several times per year and has been recently expanding to other city neighbourhoods.

BEST FOR VIBES & FUN IN THE LOWER TOWN

OUT Rooftop Bar

Cocktails, views, a breeze and a buzzy vibe. Right off Ilica.

Swanky Monkey Garden

Industrial-chic bar inside the Swanky Mint hostel, with several terraces and a garden space.

Ritam Grada

From salsa and bachata to board games and DJ-spun tunes, right on Trg Bana Jelačića.


MEDVEDNICA NATURE PARK

Medvednica Nature Park is a wonderful patch of wilderness crisscrossed with hiking trails and mountain huts.



World Festival of Animated Film

Check out the cool Animafest

This international festival of animated film is top-of-the-line when it comes to Zagreb events to attend. It has taken place in Zagreb since 1972 and showcases creative animation and feature films from across the globe, all competing for the Grand Prize. It’s on for five days each June, with screenings in different locations around the city – from parks and movie houses to the open-air Tuškanac summer cinema.

City Tours of All Stripes

See Zagreb with a twist

If you don’t feel like traipsing up and down the cobblestones of the Upper Town and traversing the sights of the Lower Town on foot, you can get on a hop-on, hop-off Zagreb City Tour by panoramic bus; these depart from Palmotićeva 2 several times per day and make seven stops around the city centre en route to Mirogoj (zagrebcitytour.com).

For walking tours with an edge, book one with Secret Zagreb (secret-zagreb.com), led by the inspiring storyteller Iva Silla. Varying in theme, they range from the Badass Women of Zagreb and Sleeping Dragon & Other Legends to the Real City tour, which involves a tram ride to Novi Zagreb. You can also sign up for a historical-figure-themed walking tour, following in the footsteps of Tito (more at walkwithtito.com) or Tesla, learning what inspired the brilliant inventor and visionary as you stroll through Zagreb checking out the sites (teslatourcroatia.com).

Zagreb has a booming street-art scene; keep your eyes peeled as you’re strolling around to find some amazing murals and stencils or book a walking tour with graffiti artist Krešimir Golubić aka Leon GSK (via leongsk.com).


WEEKEND ANTIQUES MARKET

The weekend antiques market on Britanski trg, which is known to locals as Britanac, is one of central Zagreb’s joys. You can browse tables stuffed with oddities and knick-knacks, from funky collectibles to more concrete pieces of antique furniture and random art. It’s on from 8am till 2pm every Sunday, rain or shine.

Once you’ve had a look through the bric-a-brac, grab a coffee at the cafe seating around the edge of the square.

On other days, Britanac becomes a food market, taken over by stalls selling fruit and vegetables.



RESTAURANT FAVOURITES IN THE LOWER TOWN

Lari & Penati

Small and stylish bistro great for weekday meals, especially lunches. €

Pod Zidom

Upmarket bistro right by Dolac Market, with a focus on modern cuisine with market-fresh ingredients. €€

Mali Bar

Earthy-toned spot with a terrace. Its seasonal small plates are inspired by the Med, Middle East and Asia. €€




Beyond the Centre


ART, WOODS AND LAKES

Beyond the Lower and Upper Towns, Zagreb has a string of neighbourhoods that extend out towards Novi Zagreb across the Sava River as well as formerly industrial areas on the outskirts where pockets of cool now flourish – from edgy art spaces to funky beer gardens – plus the leafy residential districts in the foothills of Medvednica.

You can roam the outer city’s beloved parks with semi-wild woods and duck-dotted lakes and trek out to its lakeside hideaways for sports, recreation, concerts and socialising over picnics.

Beyond the city centre, Zagreb is incredibly green, featuring no less than 17 protected park forests, and it’s also home to some outstanding modernist architecture and socialist-era blocks that have a hidden kind of beauty that is best explored with an insider.

At various locations throughout Zagreb, many top museums temporarily closed for renovations following the 2020 earthquakes. Those include Mimara Museum, Art Pavilion, Meštrovic Atelier, Strossmayer Gallery of Old Masters and the Museum of Arts & Crafts. As renovations are ongoing, it’s worth asking at the Visitor Centre about the reopening times.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Flea Market

2Maksimir Park

3Museum of Contemporary Art

SIGHTS

4Bundek

5Cmrok Meadow

6Dotrščina Memorial Park

7Dubravkin Put

8Grmoščica Forest Park

9Jarun Lake

10Lauba

11Medvednica Nature Park

12Technical Museum Nikola Tesla

13Tuškanac

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14Garden Brewery

ENTERTAINMENT

15Pogon Jedinstvo

16Močvara

transport

17Sljeme Cable Car




TOP TIP

Zagreb Electric Tram, better known as ZET, runs buses where trams don’t go so you can easily take public transport to most places we cover. You can buy tickets from most kiosks, the driver or via the Moj ZET app.



Lauba, the House for People & Art

The edgiest of contemporary art

This private art collection, housed in a former textile-weaving mill in an industrial area of Črnomerec in western Zagreb, provides an insight into Croatian contemporary art from the 1950s to today. Inside the industrial-chic space, it hosts a dynamic roster of events and rotating exhibits that change frequently. There’s also a cool all-day cafe-bar on-site, Bez Naziva (Without Title). Lauba is closed on Sundays.
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Maksimir Park

Roam the woods and lakes of this verdant hideaway

This peaceful 18-hectare wooded enclave is one of Zagreb’s most treasured parks, a 15-minute tram ride to the east of Trg Bana Jelačića. Opened to the public in 1794, it was the first public promenade in southeastern Europe. It’s landscaped like an English garden, with alleys, lawns and a series of lakes and woods you can get lost in. The most photographed structure in the park is the exquisite Vidikovac (Viewpoint), built in 1843; it has a lovely alfresco cafe. Sing a song inside the Echo Pavilion, and check out the rustic Swiss Cottage house. The Zagreb Zoo inside the park has a modest collection of the world’s fauna and daily feeding times for pelicans, sea lions, capuchins and African lions.
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Museum of Contemporary Art

Meander-shaped art behemoth in Novi Zagreb

Housed in a meander-shaped city icon designed by local star architect Igor Franić, this museum across the Sava in Novi Zagreb displays both solo and thematic group shows by Croatian and international artists in its 17,000 sq metres. The permanent display has a series of collections to check out, including the Collection of Outsider Art with 639 works and a Collection of Paintings with 1200 works. There’s a packed year-round schedule of film, theatre, concerts and performance art. It’s closed on Mondays; admission is free on the first Wednesday of each month. On summer Saturdays, catch concerts on the rooftop.

Lakeside Fun at Jarun

Explore the ‘sea of Zagreb’

Located in south Zagreb, Jarun Lake is a popular getaway for residents any time, but especially in summer when the clear waters of its artificial lake are ideal for swimming. Although part of the lake is marked off for boating competitions (rowing, kayaking and canoeing), there is plenty of space for a leisurely swim.

Other recreational options include biking on its many paths, rollerblading and kids’ playgrounds. On arrival, head left to Malo Jezero for swimming and canoe or pedal-boat rental, or right to Veliko Jezero, for the pebble beach and windsurfing.


BIRDWATCHING AT SAVICA

For an unexpected pocket of wilderness, visit the protected Savica Lakes just north of the Sava River. This wetland area comprises a series of swampy lakes between two bridges, Most Mladosti and Domovinski Most.

Roam the walking trails of this pristine little backwater and wildlife reserve with an ornithological station, where you can spot more than 30 bird species, including common kingfisher, European bee-eater, water rail and little bittern.

It’s an unusually quiet and serene green space right in the midst of the capital city, where you’ll find an occasional angler as well as heaps of silence and birdsong.



Technical Museum Nikola Tesla

Pay homage to the famed inventor

Step aside Elon Musk and your Tesla, this is the real deal. Science fans and kids will enjoy the motley collection on display, which segues from steam-engine locomotives to scale models of satellites with a replica of a mine and exhibits on agriculture, geology, energy and transport along the way. There’s also a mockup of Nikola Tesla’s lab, where you can see experiments by this storied inventor, plus a planetarium for observing night skies (for older kids, ages seven-plus). Closed on Mondays.

Catch Croatia’s Biggest Flea Market

Take a trip out to Hrelić

Croatia’s largest and most colourful flea market, a huge space packed with everything from car parts and antique furniture to clothes, records and kitchenware – or from needle to a locomotive, as their tagline goes. It’s a side of Zagreb you probably won’t see anywhere else – expect lots of Roma people, music and grilled meat smoking in the food section. Way out of the centre, but there are bus connections. It’s on till 3pm on Wednesdays and Sundays.

Lovely Patch of Greenery at Bundek

Enjoy lakeside fun and games

Another green escape in Novi Zagreb, Bundek has two lakes; the Big Lake is for swimmers while the Small Lake is a flora and fauna nature reserve. There are roller-skating paths, a number of playgrounds, volleyball and handball sand courts, as well as a floating stage for up to 2500 visitors. Summer brings fun pop-up festivals by the lake.

WHERE TO SLEEP BEYOND THE CENTRE

Zonar Zagreb

Snazzy new hotel in a high-rise out of the centre, with a rooftop terrace sporting a pool. €€€

Puntijar

Sweet historic boutique inn with a museum vibe, in the green residential neighbourhood of Gračani. €€

Funk Lounge Hostel

En route to Maksimir, a contemporary hostel in a nondescript high-rise, with private rooms and dorms. €

Beer Heaven at Garden Brewery

Worth a trek for beer and fun

This boutique craft brewery and taproom is worth the shlep out to Žitnjak, the industrial area in eastern Zagreb. Inside a huge glass atrium of an old red-brick factory with more than 40 mature indoor trees, it offers 20 taps poured fresh from the source (try the Hazy Pales or the fruity Kettle-Sours). Garden puts on a variety of events including farmers markets, pub quizzes and DJ-fuelled parties. There’s street food on-site and guided brewery tours on weekends.

Indie Culture by the Sava River

Get offbeat at Pogon Jedinstvo and Močvara

Pogon Jedinstvo and Močvara, adjoining venues on the northern riverbank of the Sava, are the bastions of Zagreb’s independent culture. Pogon hosts anything from experimental film labs and extreme music theatre performances to the annual CirkoBalkana Festival of Contemporary Circus in its two halls. Močvara puts on the most alternative of music acts – think synth pop and surf rock to black metal and country gothic.


SLJEME CABLE CAR

The new cable car from the station in Dolje, accessible by tram from the centre, whisks you up to Sljeme, the top of Medvednica mountain, in 20 minutes.

The gondola ride can be shaky but the views of the city along the way are striking: you see the city that spreads below and the verdant scenery of the mountain slopes all around.

Once at the top, visit the newly opened lookout at Sljeme tower, at an altitude of 1118m, for the best panoramas. A rotating restaurant and a zipline are in the pipeline, too, for some time in the future.



Zagreb’s Protected Park Forests

Get lost in semi-wild woods

Zagreb is an incredibly green city, where you can roam semi-wild verdant spaces. On top of its beloved Maksimir and the Medvednica Nature Park, Zagreb has 17 protected park forests of different shapes and sizes, stretching within different city neighbourhoods.

Check out the Dubravkin Put trail that runs from Tuškanac to the Cmrok Meadow in the Upper Town, Dotrščina with its antifascist memorial park that adjoins Maksimir, and Grmoščica Forest Park in the western suburbs.
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BEST SPOTS FOR CLUBBING BEYOND THE CENTRE

Peti Kupe

One of Zagreb’s newcomers, with a fab lineup of DJs and live acts behind the train station.

Katran

Industrial complex off Radnička, with a couple of club spaces where there’s always a party going on.

Masters Club

The most underground of clubs in Zagreb, a tiny spot by a tennis-court complex near Maksimir.





Continental Croatia
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FARMLANDS, WILDERNESS AND HEAPS OF HISTORY

Bucolic countryside, storybook villages, scenic wine roads, history-laden towns and Amazon-like wetlands: welcome to the green wild heart of continental Croatia.
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Most tourists overlook and skip this big chunk of Croatia but it was made for scenic road-tripping and nature-exploring away from the crowds. The bucolic northern region of Zagorje is sprinkled with itsy-bitsy villages and vineyard-speckled hills with the odd medieval castle and spa town thrown in.

On its eastern edge, on the route to Hungary, Varaždin is a baroque beauty with an important history that belies its laid-back appeal, as well as a fantastic summer festival worth a visit.

The Pannonian plains and flat farmlands of Slavonia stretch out southeast towards Serbia. In this primarily agricultural region, dip into culture amid the fine architecture of lively riverside Osijek, the museums and war memorials of Vukovar, and inside Ilok’s wine cellars and Ɖakovo’s majestic cathedral. Afterwards, head out into the countryside to drive the wine roads and for boat trips in the vast wetlands at Kopački Rit Nature Park in the Baranja region.
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En route to the coast from Zagreb, take a detour and head deep into the dense forests of Gorski Kotar, home to Risnjak National Park (pictured). A journey through continental Croatia is as far away in character from the bustle of the overcrowded coastal resorts as you can get – and this is the region’s main appeal, finding areas with few people but heaps to see.


THE MAIN AREAS

Around Zagreb

Great hikes, sweet towns, wine roads.

Zagorje

Hilltop castles and storybook villages.

Varaždin

A feast of baroque architecture.

Međimurje

Thermal baths and great cycling.

Slavonia

Riverside capital, lush wetlands and wineries.

Gorski Kotar

Deep forests and roaming wildlife.



Find Your Way

Continental Croatia spans much of the country and showcases a diverse array of landscapes and attractions.
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Plan Your Time

Continental Croatia calls for leisurely road trips, bicycle rides, small-town outings and hiking explorations. It’s a journey through a lesser-known Croatia.
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Strapped for Time

• Tack on a couple of days to your Zagreb stay and explore the area around the capital. Visit the baroque beauty of Varaždin, take the thermal waters in Međimurje and wrap up with a road trip around bucolic Zagorje with its hilltop castles and great museums. On the second day, hit the wine roads of Plešivica and hike in the Žumberak Samoborsko Gorje.




Five Days to Explore

• After two days of exploring around Zagreb, head east towards Slavonia. Spend two days taking in the low-key vibe of its riverside capital, Osijek; do a boat trip through the ‘Amazon of Europe’, Kopački Rit Nature Park; and hit the wine roads of Baranja for traditional food. On the last day, visit Vukovar with its museums and war memorial sites.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

As nature awakens, it’s a great time for hikes in the mountains around Zagreb and dense forests of Gorski Kotar.

SUMMER

As most people hit the coast, it’s blissfully crowd-free here. Don’t miss Varaždin’s fun Špancirfest in August.

AUTUMN

It’s grape harvest time, with events like Erdut’s Wine & Bike Tour and Zmajevac’s Wine Mara-thon, both in Slavonia.

WINTER

Time to hit the slopes on Sljeme, just outside Zagreb, or head to Gorski Kotar for skiing action in a true winter wonderland.




Around Zagreb
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NATURAL WONDERS | STUNNING TOWNS | QUALITY VINEYARDS

The Croatian heartland surrounding the capital city of Zagreb is strewn with charming little towns, delightful farm restaurants and spectacular pockets of nature, making it a stellar four-season destination full of quick getaway options. Ideal for hikers, skiiers and lovers of hearty food and wine, the scenic area offers anything from forested mountains to scale, like the imposing Medvednica that looms over Zagreb from the north and invites for a day hike, to the picturesque wine micro-region of Plešivica.

Then there’s the adorable little town of Samobor, known for its creamy cakes, and the surrounding nature park of Žumberak Samoborsko Gorje perfect for adventuring. While the area features some lovely spots to overnight, from small hotels to farm stays, it’s so close to Zagreb that it makes most sense to explore on day or even half-day trips, depending on what you choose to experience.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mt Medvednica

SIGHTS

2Filipec Family Wine Cellar

3Korak Winery

4Lagradi

5Medvedgrad Fortress

6Moslavina Museum

7Plešivica a Wine Road

8Samobor

9Šember

10Žumberak Samoborsko Gorje

ACTIVITIES, courses & Tours

11Veternica Cave

EATING

12Mountain Hut Grafičar

13Planinarski Dom Runolist

14Puntijarka

15Restaurant Grofica

16Zlatni Medvjed




GETTING AROUND

The areas around Zagreb are pretty well connected by bus but for touring with more spontaneity, you’ll need two wheels. Eco-center Budinjak in Žumberak rents e-bikes.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Medvednica is on the edge of Zagreb, easily accessed from the city. Take tram 14 to the last stop, change to tram 15 and go to its last stop (Gračansko Dolje); from here the Sljeme Cable Car takes you to the top. Otherwise take bus 140 from Mihaljevac to Tomislavov Dom.



The Mighty Mountain of Medvednica

Forest hikes and medieval forts

Looming above Zagreb to the north, Mt Medvednica offers up an easy nature escape for Zagreb locals who ski here in winter and chuck on their hiking boots to hit the verdant hillsides for the rest of the year. The western part of Med-vednica is a protected nature park, covered by dense forests of silver fir, Pannonian beech and sessile oak. Locals refer to Medvednica mountain as Sljeme, after its highest peak at 1035m above sea level.

Medvednica (or Sljeme) is a beloved weekend escape any time of year. The fresh mountain air and forest scenery make it the perfect spot for outdoor activities in spring, summer and autumn, with more than 70 hiking trails and 100km of cycling paths. There are hiking trails of varying difficulty for various fitness levels. Some of the popular hiking routes include the Bliznec and Miroslavec educational trails, as well as the Leustek and Bikčević route and the Horvatove Stube trail. In colder months, Sljeme becomes a winter wonderland – and it’s located just 20 minutes from the centre of Zagreb. Snow has been scarcer in recent years but with a little help of fake snow-producing machines, it’s possible to ski on its five ski runs, the easiest and longest of which is the White Slope. Sljeme also has various ski lifts and a gondola to whisk you up from the city. There’s night skiing, too.

Check out Veternica cave with its 18 protected species of bat. It’s open on weekends, when you can explore the first 380m of the cave on an hour-long guided tour that takes in weirdly shaped stalagmite formations and fossils. A must-visit is Medvedgrad fortress (pp-medvednica.hr), built in 1254 to protect the city from Tatar invasions, and a storied place which had over 150 masters through its rich history. The new visitor centre (closed Mondays) is a great spot to learn about this allegedly haunted fort shrouded in myths and legends.

BEST PLACES TO STAY AROUND ZAGREB

Hiže na Bregu

A rural hideaway in the northern foothills of Mt Medvednica, in two traditional wood-clad cottages. €

Tomislavov Dom

Mountain hotel on Sljeme, with a top forest setting and socialist decor on the inside. €€

Hotel Livadić

Sweet though chintzy historic little hotel on the main square in Samobor. €€


TOP TIPS, TRICKS – & TICKS

Allow at least three hours return for any of the Medvednica hikes – and remember that this is a heavily wooded mountain with ample opportunities to get lost. Unless you know the mountain well or go with someone who does, it’s best to leave yourself plenty of hours of daylight ahead. Take water and warm clothes, and make sure you return before sundown.

There is also a danger of disease-carrying ticks in springtime, so wear trousers and long sleeves, spray some repellent on and examine your body after hiking.

In winter months, wear good-traction boots, as iced-over trails can make downhill hikes particularly tricky.



[image: jpg]

Samobor | PanLUX.photo/shutterstock ©

The Pretty Town of Samobor

Creamy cakes and sweet strolls

A delightful little town a short drive from Zagreb, Samobor is where city dwellers come to wind down and get their fix of hearty food, creamy cakes and pretty scenery. Take a leisurely stroll beside the shallow stream of the Gradna as it curves through the town centre; admire the fine pastel-washed buildings and churches; and pause to fill up on the famous kremšnite (custard pies). Stop by the Filipec family wine cellar, known for producing bermet, a bittersweet aromatised wine made with wormwood, fruit and secret ingredients the family won’t disclose. Samobor makes for a relaxing half-day out from Zagreb, with regular connections from the main bus station in Zagreb. If you happen to be around in February, Samobor is also one of the best places in Croatia to catch Carnival festivities.

BEST PLACES TO EAT AROUND ZAGREB

U Prolazu

Right on the main square in Samobor, this patisserie is renowned for having the best kremšnite in town. €

Gabreku 1929

Local classic run by the same family since the ’20s and famed for its 40 types of sweet and savoury palačinke (crêpes). €€

Korak

Michelin-starred restaurant and winery along the Plešivica Wine Road. €€

Roam the Žumberak–Samobor Highlands Nature Park

Hiking the wilderness

Samobor is a good jumping-off point for hikes in the Žumberak Samoborsko Gorje (Žumberak–Samobor Highlands Nature Park), a mountain system that links the high peaks of the Alps with the karstic caves and abysses of the Dinaric Range. Carpeted with meadows, forests and river canyons, it’s the region’s most popular hiking destination, and has been the cradle of organised mountaineering activity in Croatia since 1875.

In 1999 the whole area, covering 333 sq km, was proclaimed a nature park because of its biodiversity, forests, karst caves, river canyons and four waterfalls. Most of the hikes here are easy and there are well-marked trails and a number of mountain huts that make pleasant rest stops (most open on weekends only). The range is divided into three sections: the Oštrc group in the centre, the Japetić group to the west and the Plešivica group to the east. Among them, they span medieval forts, remains of Celtic cemeteries, paragliding spots, rock-climbing areas and scenic villages. Consult the park website for info (park-zumberak.hr) on routes or stop by the tourist office on the main square in Samobor for detailed hiking information.


TAKING IT SLOW IN MOSLAVINA

Moslavina is a low-key rural region that stretches east of Zagreb, marked by fertile plains, dense forests, vineyards and rivers.

The sweet little town of Ivanić-Grad is worth a side outing for its Moslavina Museum, showcasing the region’s cultural heritage, the Bučijada festival in early October that celebrates all things pumpkin and the refreshing indigenous white wine called škrlet.

At the Kezele farm in Šumećani, you can savour hearty regional mainstays (book ahead on weekends, which get very busy with day trippers from Zagreb), try local wines and stay overnight in one of the rustic cottages.



Along the Plešivica Wine Road

Imbibing amid gorgeous scenery

One of Croatia’s most underrated wine regions sits just outside Zagreb near the town of Jastrebarsko – a wonderful day trip for lovers of grape nectar. For a taste of some of the region’s finest wines – and a taste of some of that countryside’s quality produce – follow the winding lanes of the Plešivica Wine Road past red-roofed villages, vineyards and verdant hills.

There are over 40 wineries in this lush corner 20km south of Samobor (and 45km north of Zagreb). Local grape varietals include portugizac, plavec and zelenac, but the real stars are the top-quality sparkling wines; it’s been dubbed Croatia’s champagne region. The Zagreb County Tourist Board has more info on the wineries (visitzagrebcounty.hr) but some of the best to visit are Korak (korakwinery.com; its restaurant received a coveted Michelin star; try the chardonnay and pinot noir), Šember (sember.hr; known for its riesling and chardonnay) and Lagradi (lagradi.com; its bronze-award-winning muscat is the star of the wine show). Nearly all winery tasting tours need to be booked beforehand.


HEARTY HIKERS’ CLASSIC MEAL

Join the Zagreb locals for a lunch of hearty bean stew and strudel at one of the 20 mountain huts that pepper the slopes of Medvednica. Everyone has their favourite but all feature rustic decor, traditional mainstays that feed hungry hikers. Of all the mountain huts on Medvednica, the most frequented are Runolist, Grafičar, Grofica, Puntijarka and Zlatni Medvjed.






Zagorje
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FAIRY-TALE CASTLES | ANCIENT HISTORY | SPA TOWNS

The bucolic Zagorje region provides rural escapades right on Zagreb’s doorstep. The landscape of itsy villages squirrelled between verdantly forested hills, vineyards, cornfields and medieval castles was made for easygoing road trips and presents a relaxed foil to the bustling Mediterranean south. Journeys through these pastoral landscapes are blissfully crowd-free, although less so on warm spring and autumn weekends when day-tripping families from the capital debunk en masse to storm the area.

The scenic Zagorje region begins to the north of Mt Medvednica near Zagreb, and extends west to the Slovenian border and as far north as Varaždin’s showcase of amazingly preserved baroque architecture. Whether you want to feast on hearty cuisine at rustic restaurants, have a dip in thermal baths, get a taste of village life or tour ancient castles, you’re in for a treat in Zagorje, as it’s one of Croatia’s most off-the-radar regions.
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GETTING AROUND

Having your own wheels is a must while exploring Zagorje. Beware of its curvy, hilly, potholed and narrow roads.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Don’t miss trying purica (turkey) with mlinci (baked noodles) while in Zagorje. This is a regional culinary showpiece, along with štrukli (a type of cheese-filled dumpling) and sir i vrhnje (fresh cottage cheese and cream), beautifully paired with local corn bread.



Old Village Museum of Kumrovec

Experience 19th-century village life

Nestled in the Sutla River valley near the Slovenian border in the lived-in village of Kumrovec, the Staro Selo (Old Village) Museum is a recreation of a 19th-century village in situ, showcasing 30 restored houses and barns made of pressed earth and wood. With a stream bubbling through the idyllic setting, the open-air ethnographic museum presents a vivid glimpse of peasant traditions and village life in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. These hiže (traditional Zagorje huts) are filled with furniture, mannequins, toys, wine presses and baker’s tools in order to evoke the region’s traditional arts, crafts and customs.

BEST PLACES TO EAT IN ZAGORJE

Grešna Gorica

Rustic hilltop eatery known for its traditional mainstays and great views of Veliki Tabor castle. €

Bolfan Vinski Vrh

Great restaurant in a beautiful hilltop klet (traditional cottage), with sloping vineyards and fantastic vistas. €€

Vuglec Breg

Rural restaurant serving local specialities like štrukli on a terrace with panoramic views. €€

Storybook Castles of Zagorje

Roam the medieval castle-fortresses

A distinctive feature of the Zagorje region is its medieval castles, built to protect the Croatian heartland from invaders from the east and north. While there are many in the area, the rural setting of Veliki Tabor and Trakošćan makes them the region’s most impressive fortresses.

As you approach the pentagonal hilltop Veliki Tabor Castle, 57km northwest of Zagreb, what unfolds is a pleasing panorama of hills, cornfields, vineyards and forests. The Croatian aristocracy began building fortified castles in the region – to stave off the Turkish threat – in the 16th century.

Veliki Tabor Castle, built on the grounds of an earlier medieval structure, dates from this period, with the four semi-circular towers added later.

Strategically perched on top of a hill, the golden-yellow castle-fortress has everything a medieval ruler could want: towers, turrets and holes in the walls for pouring tar and hot oil on the enemy. It houses the skull of Veronika Desinić, a poor village girl who, according to local lore, was punished for her romance with the castle owner’s son and bricked up in the walls. The rural vistas alone make a visit worthwhile, as does good traditional dining nearby. The castle also hosts the Tabor Film Festival (taborfilmfestival.com) each July.

Trakošćan Castle, 80km northwest of Zagreb, is worth a visit for its well-presented museum and attractive grounds. The exact origin of its construction is unknown, but the first official mention dates to 1334. Not many of the castle’s original Romanesque features were retained when it was restored in neo-Gothic style in the mid-19th century; the 87-hectare castle grounds were landscaped into a romantic English-style park with exotic trees and an artificial lake.

Occupied by the aristocratic Drašković family until 1944, the castle features three floors of exhibits that display the family’s original furniture, a plethora of portraits, an armament’s collection of swords, and a period kitchen in the basement. The rooms range in style from neo-Renaissance to Gothic and baroque.


ZAGORJE’S MOST FAMOUS SON

Josip Broz Tito, the former president of Yugoslavia and regarded by many as one of the world’s most illustrious leaders, was born in Kumrovec in 1892 to a Croat father and a Slovene mother.

His family’s tiny village house is now part of Old Village Museum; you can walk through and see the humble interiors that contain original furniture, letters from foreign leaders and memorabilia, with a life-sized bronze sculpture outside.

For Tito’s birthday on 25 May, the village comes alive with devotees from all over the former Yugoslavia and beyond.




THE SPA TOWNS OF ZAGORJE

Zagorje is home to a clutch of spa towns focused around sulphurous thermal springs, rich in magnesium and calcium and with medicinal properties. These attract day trippers from Zagreb as well as caterong to elderly patients in various rehabilitation programs.

The Tuheljske Toplice springs are great for a day of soaking in its pools and playing in the water park, as are Terme Jezerčica, Krapinske Toplice and Terme Stubaki. Note that summer weekends get really crowded; it’s best to head to the spas on weekdays.
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Explore Europe’s Largest Neanderthal Fossil Site

Go way back to the roots

Krapina is a lovely little town, one of the biggest in the Zagorje region, with a neat-as-a-pin provincial centre and the Museum of Krapina Neanderthals as its claim to fame. In 1899 an archaeological dig in a cave on the Hušnjakovo hill unearthed findings of human and animal bones from a Neanderthal tribe that lived here from 100,000 BCE to 35,000 BCE. Alongside stone tools and weapons from the Palaeolithic era, the remains of 876 humans were found, including 196 single teeth belonging to several dozen individuals. As the largest Neanderthal fossil haul ever found in Europe, it is of great scientific importance.

Those with children should make a beeline to this brilliant museum, which explores the history of the universe, earth and humanity through a series of fun, colourful and high-tech exhibits. Check out the room that displays Neanderthal skulls from every important site across the world. Outside the museum, you can walk up the leafy hill where the remains were found, today marked by a sculpture of Neanderthals wielding clubs.




Varaždin
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MEDIEVAL HISTORY | BUZZING CULTURE | INTRIGUING MUSEUMS

Varaždin’s spruced-up historic core is a showcase of scrupulously restored baroque architecture and well-tended gardens and parks. Although Varaždin was overlooked for years in the tourism stakes and merely used as a transit point on the way to or from Hungary, travellers have woken up to its appeal and more people are coming here on day trips from Zagreb. Soak up the extraordinary refinement of its 18th-century baroque buildings in the centre, bequeathed on the city from its time as Croatia’s capital and most prosperous centre, with a stroll in the pedestrian zone that radiates out from Trg Kralja Tomislava.

Top off your wanders with a visit to the gleaming-white, turreted Stari Grad, which contains the city museum. Many of Varaždin’s aristocratic mansions and elegant churches have been restored as part of the town’s longstanding bid to be included in UNESCO’s list of World Heritage Sites.

[image: jpg]


GETTING AROUND

Buses from the bus station serve the town and nearby villages. The Old Town and centre are easily walkable.




[image: ] TOP TIP

A 10-minute stroll west of Stari Grad takes you to Varaždin Cemetery, a serene horticultural masterpiece designed in 1905 by Viennese architect Hermann Helmer. Meander amid the lanes lined with tombstones, avenues, promenades and over 7000 trees, including magnolia, beech and birch.



Stari Grad, the Gleaming Old Town of Varaždin

Castle-fortress not to miss

The gleaming, whitewashed fortress of Stari Grad, a gem of medieval defensive architecture, is surrounded by a manicured park. Construction began in the 14th century, with the present Gothic-Renaissance structure dating back to the 16th century, when it was the regional fortification against the Turks.

The Varaždin City Museum it houses today is home to a hotch-potch of furniture, paintings, watches, glassware, decorative objects, insignia and weapons, amassed over centuries and displayed throughout 30 exhibition rooms. Much more interesting than the historic collection inside, though, is the architecture: enter via a drawbridge and wander around to view the archways, courtyards and chapels of this sprawling castle-fortress (closed Mondays).


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN VARAŽDIN

Park Boutique Hotel

Swish rooms – all Scandi-style blonde wood and floor-to-ceiling windows – plus great leafy views and a restaurant on-site. €€€

Pansion Maltar

This homey family-run guesthouse has well-kept, old-fashioned rooms with wood walls and narrow bathrooms. €

Hotel Turist

A tad soulless but with a great location and well-appointed rooms. €€



Take in Varaždin’s Cultural Events

Baroque and eclectic arts

In late August every year, the colourful and fun Špancirfest (spancirfest.com) enlivens Varaždin’s parks, streets and squares with world music, street performances, theatre, creative workshops, traditional crafts and contemporary arts. It’s by far the best and liveliest time to visit Varaždin. In addition to the annual Špancirfest, the town is also famous for its music festival, Varaždin Baroque Evenings, which takes place over two weeks each September (sometimes into early October); the 53rd edition took place in 2023. Local and international orchestras play in the cathedral, churches and theatres around town. For info, tickets and more, visit vbv.hr.

Bug Out in Varaždin’s World of Insects

Check out the bugs

Check out this quirky entomological collection, housed in the classicist Hercer Palace as part of the Varaždin City Museum. The World of Insects comprises nearly 4500 exhibits of the bug world on display, including 1000 different insect species. It’s well set out to spark a child’s interest in the natural world, with nicely presented examples of insect nests, habitats and reproductive habits. Audio guides are available.

WHERE TO EAT IN VARAŽDIN

Bedem

Creative regional cuisine right by the old town ramparts. The weekday gableci (lunches) are excellent value. €€

Restoran Angelus

Popular local restaurant in a vaulted basement space, with a huge menu featuring pizzas, pastas and risottos. €

Verglec

As central as it gets, with a spacious dining room and terrace and traditional dishes. €€




Međimurje
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LUSH LANDSCAPES | SPA VILLAGE | BICYCLE HAVEN

The undulating landscapes of Međimurje stretch northeast of Varaždin towards the borders with Hungary and Slovenia. Road-tripping and cycling through this fertile corner of patchwork fields, teensy villages and hills lined with steep regimented vineyards makes for a great countryside escape.

A handful of up-and-coming wine cellars provide lovely stopoffs, there are sweet country restaurants and the thermal pools in the pretty spa village of Sveti Martin are good for a soak at the end of the day’s ride.

Međimurje is a success story of Croatia in terms of sustainable tourism development; in 2023, the region received the coveted Green Destinations title, the first in Croatia and the fourth in the world. It’s worth tacking on a day or two to explore this pretty triangle-shaped county in the northernmost reaches of Croatia.
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GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own car or a bicycle to explore Međimurje; public transport is virtually nonexistent. Bikes are available for rent at Terme Sveti Martin.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Peek at four countries from the recently built wooden lookout on Mađerkin Breg in the undulating wine country of Štrigova, offering a spectacular panorama. From the top, you can see Austria, Slovenia, Hungary and on clear days even Slovakia. The lookout also serves as an info point about cycling in the area.



Winery Touring in Štrigova

Taste local wines at family-run cellars

Winemaking in this northern area goes back to Ancient Roman times, when the first vines were planted on these hills. Today, the area is known as the Međimurje Wine Road, and has close to 30 tasting rooms and wine cellars. Lovrec Vineyard (vino-lovrec.hr) in the village of Sveti Urban, 20km northwest of the regional capital Čakovec, offers guided tours (by appointment) of its country estate with its 300-year-old wine cellar. The walk takes you through its fascinating history of boutique organic wine production spanning six generations; top it off with a tasting of different varieties, from chardonnay to local graševina.

Cmrečnjak (cmrecnjak.hr) is another excellent family-run winery, where the wine production dates back to 1884.


RUDOLPH STEINER

Austrian philosopher, social reformer, artist and founder of anthroposophy, Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925) , was born in Croatia.

He was a fascinating figure whose spiritual-scientific teachings inspired the Waldorf education; he’s also known as the founder of the biodynamic approach to farming.

Today you can visit the Dr Rudolf Steiner Centre in Donji Kraljevec, to learn more about his legacy; his birthplace is also open to visitors. More info at centar-rudolf-steiner.com. Terme Sveti Martin are inspired by Steiner’s life and work.



Soak in Sveti Martin’s Thermal Baths

Take to the mineral-rich waters

The pretty village of Sveti Martin is Međimurje’s main destination, for it is home to Terme Sveti Martin, proclaimed as the first ‘healthness’ resort in Europe (a unique combo of health and wellness) and Croatia’s first bike resort, with more than 700km of trails in the area. You don’t need to stay at the resort to visit its series of outdoor, indoor and thermal pools (day tickets are available).

There is also an aquapark (great for kids), tennis courts, forest trails to explore and restaurants to try (Le Batat serves excellent locally sourced food). The wellness centre is another reason to stop by, featuring soothing treatments like green clay body wraps, Thai massages and reflexology.

WHERE TO EAT IN MEđIMURJE

Goričanec

An idyllic setting with a lake, horses you can ride, loads of verdant outdoor seating and great traditional dishes. €

Mala Hiža

Foodies from Zagreb travel to this restaurant in Mač kovec village for its creative takes on local mainstays. €€€

Terbotz

Lovely family-run restaurant and winery on a picturesque hilltop in Železna Gora. €€




Slavonia


[image: jpg]

SCENIC ROUTES | FERTILE FARMLANDS | RIVERFRONT TOWNS

Bordered by three major rivers (the Sava, Drava and Danube), the mostly pancake-flat Slavonia is the agricultural heartbeat of Croatia. Chequerboards of green crops and yellow rapeseed roll out for kilometres beside the roadside and you may well spot an eagle or two hanging out near the fields if you keep your eyes peeled as you drive through.

The small but vibrant riverfront city of Osijek, Slavonia’s capital and Croatia’s IT industry hub, makes for the most obvious base. From here, head out to explore the wetlands of Kopački Rit or hit the wineries of the Baranja and Erdut regions.

The impact of the 1990s war hit hardest in southeast Slavonia, where historic Vukovar is slowly attracting more visitors thanks to its museums, and Ilok, on the Serbian border, is being discovered by wine fans. It’s by far the most underexplored region of Croatia, worth a visit for its off-the-radar vibes.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Vučedol Culture Museum & Archaeological Site

SIGHTS

2Cathedral of St Peter

3Đakovo

4Enjingi

5Erdutski Vinogradi

6Ilok 91

7Ilok Municipal Museum

8Ilok Wine Cellars

9Josić Restaurant & Winery

10Karanac

11Kneževi Vinogradi

12Kopački Rit Nature Park

13Krauthaker

14Kutjevo

15Museum of Slavonia

16Ovcara Memorial

17Place of Remembrance: Vukovar Hospital 1991

18Kolar

19Suza

20Tvrđa

21Vina Belje

22Gerstmajer

23Vina Papak

24Vinarija Brzica

25Vukovar Water Tower

26Vina Antunović

27Zmajevac

28Gornjodravska obala




GETTING AROUND

Buses connect all of the bigger towns in Slavonia but if you want to get around the smaller villages around Baranja, you’ll need two or four wheels.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Osijek and its surrounds were heavily laid with landmines during the Homeland War in the 1990s. While most areas have been demined, it’s best not to go wandering off into the swampland north of the Drava. In summer Kopački Rit is besieged by mosquitoes. Wear long sleeves and trousers or slather on repellent.



Osijek’s Buzzy 18th-Century Citadel

Baroque beauty of Slavonia’s capital

Built under Habsburg rule as a defence against Turkish attacks, Osijek’s compact 18th-century citadel of Tvrđa was relatively undamaged during the war in the 1990s. This baroque complex of cobblestone streets, spacious squares and stately mansions reveals a remarkable architectural unity, lending it the feel of an open-air museum, yet one still very much in use today. Many of the mansions are now used by various university faculties and as secondary schools, so there’s a lively, youthful buzz to the cafe-bars here.

You’ll also find a clutch of hotel and restaurants, and the excellent Museum of Slavonia that showcases Slavonian history through the ages. Another attraction inside Tvrđa is Gloria Maris, a museum dedicated to seashells and marine and freshwater life; check out the most poisonous creature in the ocean (the remains of an octopus from the Philippines), fossils from 650 million years ago and a megalodon tooth.

BEST PLACES TO STAY IN OSIJEK

Maksimilian

Superb guesthouse in the heart of Tvrđa, with cosy rooms and run by a hospitable, English-speaking team. €€

Boutique Hotel Tvrđa

Stylish hideaway in a historic townhouse featuring a small rooftop terrace with a plunge pool. €€

Hostel Stara Pekara

A top Tvrđa location, with a garden, a terrace, a shared lounge and super-clean and well-maintained rooms. €

Lush Wetlands Teeming with Birdlife

Explore the Amazon of Europe

Situated 12km northeast of Osijek, Kopački Rit Nature Park is one of Europe’s largest wetlands, home to more than 290 bird species and rich aquatic and grassland flora showcasing water lilies, irises, duckweeds and ryegrass, as well as oak and poplar forests. Comprised of a series of ponds, backwaters and two main lakes, Sakadaško and Kopačevo, this massive floodplain was created by the meeting of the Drava and Danube Rivers. Together with the Mura, these three rivers form a UNESCO biosphere reserve. The birds are the showcase here; look for the rare black storks, white-tailed eagles, great crested grebes, purple herons, spoonbills and wild geese. The best time to come is during the autumn migration.

The park visitor centre located at the main entrance, along the Bilje–Kopačevo road, features a lovely interpretation centre in a string of straw-roofed wooden huts that house interactive exhibits and a cafe. You can walk the 2km series of wooden boardwalks and then take a boat tour on Sakadaško lake. There are also photo safaris and birdwatching tours.


TOURS ON THE WATER

Osijek is great to explore by riverboat. You can glide through flood forests, stop by fishermen restaurants and visit wineries along the way. Excursions range from one hour to half a day. Most depart from the dock on the Drava at Gornjodravska obala.



Pastoral Farmlands & Historic Wine Roads

Roam one of Croatia’s prettiest corners

A small triangle in the far northeast of Croatia at the confluence of the Drava and Danube Rivers, Baranja stretches east of Osijek towards Serbia, north towards the town of Beli Manastir and southwest towards ðakovo.

The Hungarian influence is strongly felt here: all the towns have bilingual names. Although flying well below the tourist radar, this largely agricultural area of wetlands, gently rolling hills, pretty roadside villages, orchards and wheat fields has been growing in popularity thanks to some good cycling routes and a clutch of wineries along the surduci, as the traditional wine roads are called. Several of the villages have excellent wine cellars and restaurants, including Karanac, Suza, Zmajevac and Kneževi Vinogradi.

Located 8km east of Beli Manastir, the ethno-village and farming community of Karanac provides an authentic slice of Slavonian village life and is well set up to welcome visitors. Lined with cherry trees and lovingly tended gardens, it is home to three churches (Reformist, Catholic and Orthodox) and some well-preserved Pannonian architecture.

In the pretty village of Suza, Daniel Asztalos offers pottery classes at his charming 100-year-old steam mill, where you can also buy the gorgeous pieces he glazes with mud from the fishpond. These hands-on classes are a great way to try making traditional Baranja ceramics. Sign up for a workshop ahead of time (via Asztalos Keramika on Facebook).


LAND ART

Look out for land art by Nikola Faller, one of Slavonia’s most brilliant multimedia artists. Faller’s Four Seasons project is mesmerising: in autumn, he rakes fallen leaves into exquisite shapes; in winter he creates ice sculptures; in spring he mows the grass into beautiful forms; come summer, he draws in the sand of the Drava creating ephemeral beauty.

You can arrange a tour of his studio space in Tvrđa, where he keeps some of his straw sculptures, via Slama Land Art on Facebook. Also check out Slama Land Art summer festival, at Kozjak, an abandoned settlement in Baranja that Faller is turning into an arts colony.



BEST PLACES TO STAY IN OSIJEK

Waldinger

Grand little hotel in the city centre with old-school charm, an upscale restaurant and atmospheric cafe. €€

Hotel Osijek

On the river, this glass-and-concrete tower is as swanky and businessy as Osijek gets. Rooms have great Drava views. €€€

Hotel Central

Unbeatable location on the main square, good breakfast and well-appointed rooms. €€

Neo-Romanesque Landmarks & Lipizzaners

Purebred horses and a stunner cathedral

Surrounded by patchwork fields, ðakovo is a bustling provincial town that makes a good day trip from Osijek, just 35km to the north. Its impressive neo-Romanesque Cathedral of St Peter, towering over the vast main square, is ðakovo’s calling card, decorated toe-to-tip inside with colourful frescoes depicting both Old Testament scenes and the life of St Peter (and unlike many Croatian churches, it is easy to visit thanks to regular opening hours). This red-brick cathedral is the town’s pride and glory, with its twin 84m-high belfries looming over the town.

After craning your neck at religious art, check out the town’s Lipizzaner horse heritage at Ergela. With a lineage that can be traced back to the 16th century, these noble purebreds are trained in dressage here at the stallion station for their eventual work as high-class carriage and riding horses. There are guided tours available and if you’re really into horses, it’s worthwhile adding in a trip to Ivandor, the paddocks 6km out of town where the foals and colts are kept.


EMBROIDERY FEST

A great time to be in ðakovo is the first weekend in July for ðakovački Vezovi (ðakovo Embroidery Festival). Since its first edition back in 1967, this colourful annual event has featured a display by the Lipizzaner horses and a folklore show, complete with dancing, traditional songs, handicrafts and local food.

The showcase draws in folklore groups from all around the world. You’ll see up to 70 groups taking part, each one featuring different embroidery, and a total of around 4000 performers participating.



Scenic Wine Roads of Slavonia

Hop from winery to winery

Grapes have been cultivated in Slavonia for thousands of years – it’s thought that the name Baranja is derived from the Hungarian for ‘wine mother’ – and after a period of stagnation the region is undergoing a serious renaissance. White wines made from local grapes, including graševina, are justifiably renowned, and earthy reds are also produced, primarily from frankovka (blaufränkisch), merlot and cabernet sauvignon. You should call ahead at all these cellars to make sure somebody is there to show you around.

Kutjevo, in the town of the same name (kutjevo.com), is home to a medieval wine cellar dating from 1232, formerly of the Cistercian Abbey. You can visit on a guided tour and sample its wines. Nearby are two of Slavonia’s top wineries: Krauthaker (krauthaker.hr), whose graševina and sweet wines regularly win top awards, and Enjingi (enjingi.hr), one of Croatia’s leading ecological producers, with winemaking experience dating back to 1890.

In Baranja, grape cultivation has been revived on the gentle hills around Kneževi Vinogradi. Up-and-coming winegrowers, mainly in the villages of Zmajevac and Suza, work along well-marked wine trails. Traditionalist in its approach to winemaking, Gerštmajer (gerstmajer.com) offers tasting tours of its cellar and 11 hectares of vineyards. Just down the hill is the area’s biggest producer, Josić (josic.hr), which also has a fine-dining restaurant.

On the main road in nearby Suza, Kolar (suzabaranje.com) offers a restaurant, shop and wine tastings in its 100-year-old cellar. Vina Belje (vinabelje.hr) in Kneževi Vinogradi has ancient cellars and gorgeous vineyard views. Slavonia boasts ancient cellars in Ilok at Ilok Wine Cellar (ilocki-podrumi.hr) and nearby Vina Papak (vinapapak.com) surrounded by vineyards.

The wineries in Erdut along the Danube are also worth visiting, especially Erdutski Vinogradi (erdutski-vinogradi.hr), where a tour includes a stop at the old cellar that dates back to 1730 and a pretty walk under a vine-covered passageway; the smaller Vinarija Brzica (brzica.com) features a shaded tasting area under a walnut tree with marvellous river views.

In Dalj north of Vukovar, Vina Antunović (vina-antunovic.hr) is headed up by the area’s only female winemaker, known for her award-winning graševina.

WHERE TO EAT IN OSIJEK

Čarda Kod Baranjca

No-frills eatery known for river fish dishes like fiš paprikaš and perkelt stew featuring catfish, carp or perch. €

Lipov Hlad

A longstanding locals’ favourite serving great pizzas, tasty mains and stellar vegan options. €€

Lumiere

Casual-chic restaurant inside the Art Nouveau building of Urania Cinema with classic seafood and meaty mains. €€
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CYCLING IN SLAVONIA

Cycling is an increasingly popular activity in the region; a cycle path connects Bilje with Osijek. The Pannonian Peace Trail is an 80km ride from Osijek to the Serbian city of Sombor, along the Danube and through Kopački Rit.

Also popular is the 140km-long stretch of the EuroVelo 6 route, which traces easternmost Croatia along its borders with Hungary and Serbia, continuing on to the Black Sea.

There is also the scenic Amazon of Europe Bike Trail (aoebiketrail.com) along the Mura, Drava and Danube Rivers.

Bikes are available for rent through Nextbike (nextbike.hr), a public bike-sharing system, and electric bikes from Decathlon, a sports equipment store in Osijek.



WHERE TO EAT IN BARANJA

Čingi Lingi Čarda

A 10-minute drive from Osijek, this airy barn-like restaurant serves hearty regional mainstays by the water. €€

Citadela

Roadside spot in Vardarac, with huge portions of traditional Baranja food; try its perkelt od podolca (beef stew). €€

Kovač Čarda

This Hungarian-run no-frills eatery by the road in Suza is known for Baranja’s best and spiciest fiš paprikaš. €

Museum Celebrating an Ancient Marvel of a Culture

Archaeological site honouring the Vučedol

Located 5km downriver from Vukovar, Vučedol Culture Museum sits on one of Europe’s most significant archaeological sites and provides an introduction to the most important ancient culture you’re likely to have never heard of. The chalcolithic-era Vučedol culture, which flourished here between 3000 BCE and 2500 BCE, created Europe’s first calendar and is said to have brewed Europe’s first beer.

The state-of-the-art exhibits, featuring engrossing animations which recreate the settlement during its golden age, include graves found in situ, symbol-stamped ceramics, a Vučedol house replica and a room of cleverly curated skulls. All exhibits are well marked with bilingual boards, and guided tours in English are available. After viewing the main museum you can stroll five minutes to the Megaron – a bunker-like building with skylights that houses skeletons in a sand pit, including a grave of a deer that was used on shamanic journeys.


BEST EVENTS TO CATCH IN SLAVONIA

HeadOnEast

A two-day festival in Osijek’s Tvrda in late September or early October, celebrating food, wine, art, culture and the good life.

Wine & Bike Tour Erdut

On the second weekend in September, a bicycle wine race and concerts in the scenic vineyards.

Vinski Maraton

A late-September wine marathon in the Baranja village of Zmajevac, a fun race with wine tastings along the traditional surduci, steep roads lined with wine cellars.



Stirring War Memorials of Vukovar

Poignant reminders of the 1991 siege

When you visit Vukovar today, it’s a challenge to visualise this bruised place as the pretty town on the Danube that it was before the war. Its streets were once rimmed with elegant baroque mansions, art galleries and museums, but all that changed with the siege of 1991, which destroyed its economy, culture, infrastructure and civic harmony.

Since the return of Vukovar to Croatia in 1998, there has been much progress in repairing the damage. Many pockmarked and blasted facades remain, though, and the former water tower on the road to Ilok has been reopened as a museum, the Vukovar Water Tower, and a testament to the destruction.

Visit the Place of Remembrance: Vukovar Hospital 1991, a stirring multimedia museum inside the Vukovar Hospital that recounts the tragic events that took place in the hospital during the 1991 siege. At Ovčara Memorial, around 6km out of town en route to Ilok, you can visit the hangar where 194 victims from Vukovar’s hospital were beaten and tortured after the town’s surrender in November 1991. Inside the dark room are projections of victims’ photos, with a single candle burning in the middle.

WHERE TO EAT IN BARANJA

Josić

Baranja’s top restaurant, on a historic wine road in Zmajevac. Try the duck perkelt stew with graševina. €€€

Piroš Čizma

Slavonian dishes prepared with a twist; it doubles as a hotel, in the village of Suza. €€

Baranjska Kuća

Big menu of traditional Baranja dishes, in Karanac. Its chestnut-tree-shaded backyard features an ethno-museum. €€

Medieval Vibes & Wines by the River

Historic wine cellars and castles

The easternmost town in Croatia, teensy medieval Ilok, is a leafy place perched on a hill overlooking the Danube and the Serbian region of Vojvodina across the river. It’s part of the Srijem region of Croatia, together with Vukovar, 37km to the west.

Surrounded by the wine-growing hills of Fruška Gora, famous for viniculture since Roman times, Ilok has managed to cling on to a couple of grand chunks of its once-sturdy city walls, its well-preserved Odescalchi Palace towering over the Danube (now the Ilok Municipal Museum with well-presented displays) and two rare specimens of Ottoman heritage: a 16th-century Turkish hammam and the turbe (grave) of a Turkish nobleman.

Wine production has been revived in the area, which now has 20 wineries you can tour. The old wine cellars, Iločki Podrumi (podrumi.hr), are well worth a look. Be sure to taste the traminac, a dry white wine served at the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. A 30-minute tour takes you to the underground cellar with its oak barrels.


WHY I LOVE BARANJA
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Anja Mutic, writer

I fell in love with Baranja on my first visit to the area in the mid-2000s. It was still reeling from the scars left by war, with everyone so happy to welcome visitors. It also felt so undiscovered, pure and genuine.

There’s something fairy-tale-like and so peaceful about those roadside villages, like Karanac and Suza, and the surduci wine roads, the lush waterways of Kopački Rit that at times reminded me of travelling the Amazon.

I have such a soft spot for Baranja.
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Gorski Kotar
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MAJESTIC FOREST | RICH WILDLIFE | PEACEFUL WILDERNESS

Gorski Kotar is a mountainous wilderness stretching between Rijeka and Karlovac. With 85% of its surface forested and a low population density, it’s often called the ‘green lungs’ of Croatia, roamed by bears, wolves, the endangered Eurasian lynx and abundant birdlife. In the last couple of years, it has boomed in popularity as a nature retreat for city dwellers from Zagreb and Rijeka, but it remains off-radar for most outside visitors.

It’s a four-season destination, a winter wonderland with ski lifts and, come summer, a cooling escape for hiking, rafting and caving with its string of lakes, crystal-clear rivers, cascading waterfalls and karst formations.

A slew of rural hideaways has popped up recently, including remote cabins, cosy chalets and chic lodges, bolstering the list of reasons to detour from the coast and explore the wild green heart of Croatia.
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GETTING AROUND

The best way to see this region is on foot or on bike. You can drive between towns and along the mountain roads. Be prepared for snow in winter and take care on those curvy mountain roads.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Check out the guided hikes by Lynx and Fox (lynxandfox.com), who take people to secret spots of Gorski Kotar with its deep canyons, craggy peaks and dense woods. Their excursions are super-entertaining and the guides’ local knowledge is tops. Join a scheduled group departure or book a private tour.



Venture into Risnjak’s Deep Forests

Gorgeous hikes in a national park

Relatively isolated and rarely visited, despite being only 32km northeast of Rijeka, Risnjak National Park covers an area of 63 sq km and rises up to 1528m at its highest peak, Veliki Risnjak. The landscape linking the Alps with the Balkan ranges is thickly forested with beech and pine trees, and carpeted with meadows and wildflowers. The bracing alpine breezes make it the perfect hideaway when the coastal heat and crowds become overpowering. Most of the park is virgin forest, with only a few settlements. Wildlife-watching is a highlight.

The starting point for the Leska Path, an easy and shady 4.2km trail, is at the park information office, just west of the village of Crni Lug. The route is punctuated by several dozen explanatory panels (with English translations) telling you all about the park’s history, topography, geology, flora and fauna. Allow around two hours to complete the route.

You’ll pass crystal-clear streams, forests of tall fir trees, bizarre rock formations, a feeding station for the deer and a mountain hut with a picnic table.

Most visitors come here to hike, with the easy Leska Path of most appeal to day visitors. To hike further in to scale the minor summits of Risnjak or Snježnik, contact the park office for advice. Trekking to Kupa spring is another highlight, though make sure to check in with the tourism board before you head out, as rains can sometimes make the terrain tricky to navigate. Sport fishing, river rafting and mountain biking are also possible.


RISNJAK WILDLIFE

The park is home to three charismatic mammal species: the brown bear, wolf and Eurasian lynx, a fluffy-eared, medium-sized wild cat. Risnjak is considered one of the last refuges in the country for the latter, which gives its name to the park (lynx is ris in Croatian). All three animals are difficult to see and you’ll need to visit with a guide or visit over a number of days to stand any chance. Other wildlife includes wild cats, wild boar, deer, chamois and 500 species of butterfly.

At last count, 114 bird species have been recorded in Risnjak; birders get particularly excited about the capercaillie, peregrine falcon, pygmy owl, Ural owl, tawny owl, white-backed woodpecker and three-toed woodpecker.



WHERE TO EAT & SLEEP IN GORSKI KOTAR

Hotel Bitoraj Fužine

Around since the 1930s, this cosy spot in one of Gorski Kotar’s prettiest towns has a good restaurant and tiny spa. €

Japodi Boutique Hotel

In the tiny village of Sunger, a sweet chalet-style hotel surrounded by scenic meadows. €€

Vagandina Koliba

Mountain-shelter restaurant in the woods serving the best forest-to-plate food, starring wild edibles and game meats. €





Istria
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SEASIDE TOWNS, HILLTOP IDYLLS, GASTRONOMIC DELIGHTS

This sun-drenched peninsula, tucked in the North Adriatic Sea, is full of centuries-old architecture, heavenly landscapes and plenty of hidden treasures.
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Istria’s heart-like shape is traced by a rocky coastline lapped by sparkling waters and painted with gently rolling hills in the north, while fertile plains blanket the south. Majestic Učka mountain stands guard in the northeast, at once both a regional border and recognisable landmark, visible across the peninsula.

Istria’s coastal areas are often described as ‘Blue Istria’ where the sea symbolises the region’s maritime and fishing heritage, as well as the erstwhile economic and cultural influence of the Venetians who once ruled here.

Today, shorelines are squatted by hotel complexes and beach resorts welcoming sun seekers in the summer months.
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Move inland from the coast towards the verdant interior and you’ll encounter stone villages and hilltop towns in landscapes of undulating hills and green valleys. ‘Green Istria’ is the green heart where neat rows of vineyards and olive groves are traces of the agricultural heritage.

Istria’s terrain is also made up of four different colours of soil: black, grey, white and red. ‘Red Istria’ describes the ‘terra rossa’ lands where this heavy porous soil is ideal for cultivating fruits and crops as well as grapes and olives.

Whatever the colour, the fertile soil provides the excellent wine and olive oil Istria is known for, as well as gastronomic delicacies such as mushrooms and wild asparagus, and black and white truffles growing in dense forests.


THE MAIN AREAS

Pula

A Roman amphitheatre and rich history.

Rovinj

Postcard-perfect town of pastel facades.

Poreč

Roman relics and Byzantine mosaics.

Motovun

A truffle-infused fairy-tale hilltop town.

Pazin

A cliffside castle and famous abyss.

Labin

A hilltop gem with Venetian vibes.



Find Your Way

Covering an area of 2820 sq km, Istria’s small size makes it easy to navigate and cover lots of ground. The fact that it’s a peninsula means the seaside is never far away.


[image: jpg]

Plan Your Time

Istria reveals its many charms with each season. While summer is for enjoying the sun, the still-sunny winter is ideal for cycling or hiking. But when it comes to gastronomy, every season is a delight.
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Pressed for Time

• It doesn’t take long for Istria to work its charms. If your time is short, go on a road trip to some of its most awe-inspiring destinations. Begin in sea-facing Rovinj, where you’ll soon leave your car behind and head off on foot through the charming narrow lanes of the city’s pastel-painted old town.

• Then take the road northwards to Motovun, the hilltop town perched at 277m and embraced by massive 13th-century walls that enchant at first sight.

• Next take the time to soak in the magic of rustic lanes and houses made of age-old stone in Grožnjan.




A Few Days to Travel Around

• With a few more days, you can add a trip to Pula to marvel at the world’s best-preserved Roman amphitheatre and the city’s other Roman architectural treasures.

• Then move on to Poreč to behold Istria’s only UNESCO site: the splendid 5th-century Episcopal Complex of the Euphrasian Basilica and its glittering golden mosaics.

• Follow in the footsteps of Jules Verne next with a trip to Pazin to see the 100m-deep abyss and cliffside castle that sparked the French writer’s imagination. Close by is compact Beram and, at its foot, the tiny church of St Mary of the Rocks, sheltering magnificent floor-to-ceiling frescoes painted in the 15th century.




Stay for a Week

• With a whole week in Istria you can include a jaunt to lovely Labin, perched on a hilltop overlooking the eastern coast. Browse the town’s many galleries and artist studios, before climbing the bell tower of St Just for panoramic views over the scenic Kvarner Islands.

• In Fažana, hop on a boat to Brijuni National Park and explore the car-free island on bicycle, making halts at its safari park and fascinating ruins of a Roman castrum.

• The Istrian experience is not complete without lots of good food and wine. Sample the region’s excellent wine and olive oil with tastings guided by the producers themselves, or join a truffle hunt and unearth buried treasure.



Seasonal highlights

In high season (July and August) temperatures, crowds and prices peak. Spring and autumn have warm days. Winters are mild but sunny.

APRIL

Spring is the time to head to the forests to forage wild asparagus and garlic, both culinary delicacies.
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MAY

The last Sunday in May is Wine Day, when winemakers open their cellars and offer tastings of their vintages.
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JULY

Film lovers flock to Pula in July for the Pula Film Festival and its nighttime screenings under the stars.
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AUGUST

Grisia, Rovinj’s beloved cobblestone lane, becomes an outdoor gallery of creations by local artists on the second Sunday of August.
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SEPTEMBER

September is grape-harvest season, while truffle hunters head to the forests in search of the elusive magnatum Pico.
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OCTOBER

Don’t miss the chance to taste the first few exquisite drops of the season’s olive oil, freshly pressed immediately after harvest.
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NOVEMBER

11 November is celebrated as Martinje, the Feast of St Martin, the patron saint of wine and olive growers.
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Pula
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UNDERGROUND MAZE | ROMAN ARCHITECTURE | SPECTACULAR CULTURE

Seaside Pula is Istria’s largest city, occupying the southwestern tip of the peninsula. Its well-preserved 1st-century Roman amphitheatre is the city’s symbol and main drawcard. Other remnants and mementoes of its Roman past live on in the Ancient Roman street plan of its old town and other architectural highlights: from ancient arches and mosaics, to temples and theatres.

During Austro-Hungarian times, Pula was an important naval base as well as a centre for shipbuilding for over 150 years.

Bilingual street signs are a reminder that Pula is one of the Istrian cities where Italian is an official second language. Since 1953, the city is also the host of the annual Pula Film Festival, during which the amphitheatre becomes a makeshift open-air cinema.

A favourite pastime for Pula residents is strolling along the beloved Lungomare from Valkane to Valsaline, a pathway that traces the rocky coastline fringed with fragrant pine trees.
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SIGHTS

1Arch of the Sergii

2Arena

3Forum

4House of Istrian Olive Oil

5Memo Museum

6Old Town Hall

7Roman Floor Mosaics

8Small Roman Theatre

9Temple of Augustus

10Zerostrasse

ENTERTAINMENT

11Lighting Giants

shopping

12City Market




GETTING AROUND

A regular shuttle bus runs from Pula Airport to Pula’s main bus station during the peak summer season. Check the Pula Airport website for information (airport-pula.hr/en). Taxis from the airport tend to be overpriced.

Pulapromet (pulapromet.hr/en) runs an intercity and suburban bus service.

E-scooters and e-bikes can be rented by the hour via the NextBike app (nextbike.hr). Cammeo (cammeo.hr/en/cities/pula) is an app-based taxi service operating in Pula.
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Catch a concert in the Pula amphitheatre when it becomes the atmospheric stage for big-ticket artists during the summer. Sitting under the stars among the ancient stones of this unique venue is an unforgettable experience.



Pula’s Architectural Highlights

On the Roman trail

Any visit to Pula starts at its harbour-facing amphitheatre, known locally as the Arena. Built in the 1st century, this beloved architectural icon made of limestone is one of only six remaining Roman amphitheatres in the world. Battling gladiators once entertained 20,000 spectators here, while today it seats 5000 for open-air concerts and the annual Pula Film Festival.

A few steps away is the fascinating House of Istrian Olive Oil (Kuća istarskog maslinovog ulja). Stop in to learn about the history of olive growing in Istria, a tradition dating back to the Romans, and a guided tasting of award-winning local olive oils.

Nearby lies the 1st-century Small Roman Theatre (Malo rimsko kazalište), revived in 2023 when the stage and semicircular seating area of ancient stones got a much-needed upgrade. Today it’s an atmospheric venue for concerts and cultural events seating up to 1700.

The Arch of the Sergii (Slavoluk Sergijevaca), the triumphal arch on Trg Portarata, dates to around 27 BCE. Walk through the gate and follow Sergijevaca, a cobblestone lane lined with shops and restaurants, looking out for signs pointing to the Roman Floor Mosaics to the left. These well-preserved 3rd-century mosaics depict The Punishment of Dirce and were once the ornate floors of a Roman villa.

Head back to Sergijevaca to continue on to the Forum, a handsome square that was the civic heart of the Roman city. The 13th-century palace embellished with an arched colonnade is the Old Town Hall (Zgrada gradske vijećnice), while next to it stands the magnificent Temple of Augustus (Augustov Hram) supported by six tall Corinthian columns, built between 2 BCE and 14 CE.


WHERE TO EAT IN PULA

Fresh Sandwiches & Salads

A popular snack bar serving snacks and smoothies, including veggie options. €

Jupiter

This busy pizzeria has an atmospheric terrace and serves pizza, pasta and grilled meat dishes. €

Pjero Istrian Gourmet

Istrian favourites in a fabulous setting under chestnut trees near the city market. €

Trattoria Vodnjanka

Family-run restaurant with a menu of traditional Istrian dishes. €



WHERE TO STAY IN PULA

Rock Hostel

Clean and cosy rock-themed rooms and dorms at a top location in the centre of town. €€

Boutique Hotel Valsabbion

Tasteful rooms, an outdoor pool and a beach bar are draws at this small hotel on a quiet bay in Pješčana Uvala. €€€

Grand Hotel Brioni Pula

A newly refurbished luxury hotel boasting plush rooms with sea-facing balconies, a spa and wellness centre. €€€


PULA’S BEST CAFES & BARS
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Lorena Boljunčić, entrepreneur and founder of the House of Istrian Olive Oil (@museumoleihistriae), reveals her favourite Pula bars and cafes.

Shipyard Pub

A beautiful courtyard – a hidden space, easy to miss. In the evening there’s a buzzing young vibe.

Boca Wine Bar

Always has a great atmosphere and jazz bands often play here.

Pomidor Beach Bar

Just off the Lungomare. I go here for the surroundings: it’s near the sea but tucked inside woods of old pine trees.

Uliks

Right next to the Arch of the Sergii and is famous for its statue of James Joyce on the patio. It’s open year-round.

Dvojka

On Giardini, Pula’s tree-lined promenade. It has a cultural vibe, great music and good service.
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Exploring Contemporary Pula

New life for old sites

The place to rub shoulders with residents is the City Market (tržnica). At its heart is its beautiful building of wrought iron and glass opened to the public in 1903 during Austrian rule. The fish market is on the lower level, while staircases wind upstairs to a clutch of shops and small restaurants. The delightful fruit and vegetable market extends outdoors on a line of original stone tables set under the shade of soaring chestnut trees. It’s a popular spot for an early-morning coffee.

Next take a nostalgia trip at the quirky Memo Museum, where everyday objects from the ’50s to late ’80s provide a peek into life during socialist times. Kids love the interactive displays of early computers, typewriters, cassette recorders, roller-skates and toy-train sets. But the star attraction is the Zastava 750, the diminutive but beloved automobile that symbolises the ‘good old times’ of Yugoslavia.

Head underground to Zerostrasse, a surprising maze of subterranean WWI tunnels. Wander through eerie passageways once used as air-raid shelters and ammunition warehouses. This dark underworld is also the unexpected venue for cultural events and electronic-music concerts.

At dusk from June to September, take in Lighting Giants, a spectacular light show at the 19th-century Uljanik shipyard, an important economic symbol of the city. On the hour, eight towering cranes come alive for 15 minutes in an explosion of 16,000 different colour schemes created by renowned lighting designer Dean Skira.




Beyond Pula
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History, islands and wild beaches beckon, while the nearby city of Vodnjan is full of surprises.


Pula’s seaside location makes it a destination for beach lovers keen on some ozone. Come summer, the seaside resorts and campsites of Medulin and Premantura southeast of the city swarm with sun-seeking tourists.

Around 15km southwards on Istria’s most southernmost tip lies Cape Kamenjak, a rugged and uninhabited peninsula of wild beaches and quiet rocky bays that has the status of a protected nature area. Make your way to the western shore for a spot of swimming or snorkelling, or the windswept eastern shore if you’re a windsurfer or kitesurfer. Adventure seekers congregate at the massive southern cliffs for some epic cliff jumping or to dive into the magical mazes of underwater caves here.

Uncovering Vodnjan’s Wonders

Mummies and street art

Hop on bus 22 heading northwards from Pula to Vodnjan, 12km away. Crumbling facades give the city a forlorn look at first glance but scratch the surface and its charm will shine through. Gothic, Renaissance and baroque buildings line streets lit by cast-iron lanterns and punctuated by arched passageways. Duck through them to find flower-filled courtyards, hidden lanes and squares. Vodnjan is the headquarters of Infobip, the global Croatian IT and telecom company that had its genesis here.

Keep your eyes peeled for vibrant street-art murals decorating the facades of age-old buildings, and transforming the city into an open-air gallery. Pick up a map at the Tourist Info Point on Narodni Trg listing almost all 40 of these works created by international artists during street-art festivals.

For a peek into another time, step into Istrian de Dignan Ecomuseum. A series of rooms arranged on several floors offer glimpses into what everyday life looked like for Vodnjan residents more than half a century ago. A farmhouse kitchen with a hearth at its heart, the workshop of a seamstress, and a cobbler’s atelier are a few highlights.

But Vodnjan’s best-known and most unusual attraction is hidden behind the magnificent altars of neo-baroque St Blaise’s Church. In a dimly lit room lie the miraculously preserved unembalmed mummies of four saints transported here from Venice in 1818. The church is a repository of sorts, with 300 relics – fingers, tongues, bones and other body parts – of 150 saints kept in its sacristy.


GETTING AROUND

Vodnjan is on the Pula–Buzet train line and can also be reached by suburban bus 22 from Pula. To get to Fažana (for boats to the Brijuni Islands), hop on suburban bus 22 from Pula. Intercity buses run by Autotrans or Brioni also stop in both towns on the way to and from Pula. Brijuni National Park is 20 minutes by ferry from Fažana port.



VISIT AN OLIVE FARM IN VODNJAN

Brist

Join Paul and Lena for a tour of their family groves followed by a guided alfresco tasting.

Chiavalon

Learn about the entire production process at Chiavalon’s on-site mill as part of its tasting experience.

Oio Vivo

Sample Istrian olive-oil varieties paired with local specialities and a view of the Brijuni Islands.


TOP TIP

At sundown, follow the signs to ‘Vidikovac’, an observation deck at Kamenjak’s southern end for unforgettable views of the sun sinking into the Adriatic.




ISTRIAN OLIVE OIL: LIQUID GOLD

Istria’s tradition of olive-oil production dates back to the Romans. The old olive tree on Veliki Brijun island is a living testament: it’s been growing here for over 1600 years.

Istria has over 1.8 million olive trees (almost half in Vodnjan municipality) and over 30 olive mills, compared to 350,000 and three mills just over 20 years ago. There are close to 100 olive-oil producers in Istria, many of them small family farms that have won a slew of international awards for their high-quality extra-virgin olive oils.



Brijuni National Park

An open-air island museum

It’s a short ferry ride from the small port town of Fažana on Istria’s southwest coast to Veliki Brijun, the main island of Brijuni National Park where all the sights are located. This car-free island is a fascinating open-air museum of Roman ruins, dinosaur footprints and archaeological sites, and home to diverse flora and fauna. Rent a bicycle or electric golf cart to explore at your leisure.

At Dobrika Bay, poke around the ancient stones of a Byzantine castrum spread over a rectangular area of 1 hectare on the edge of the water. Search out the stone remains of brick ovens, wine cellars and olive presses of this ancient fortified settlement.

Covering 9 hectares on the northern end of the island is the safari park, home to South American llamas, African ostriches, zebras from Guinea, Somalian sheep, as well as indigenous goats and oxen. Lanka the Indian elephant has lived here since 1974 when she was gifted by Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi to Tito.

Kids enjoy scanning the southern coves of Cape Ploče, Cape Kamnik and Cape Trstike for dinosaur footprints forever imprinted on the rocky beaches. On Cape Vrbanj a 7m-tall life-sized figure of a theropod greets visitors.

Don’t miss the fascinating Tito on Brijuni Exhibition of over 200 photographs documenting the famous dignitaries hosted by Tito, such as Winston Churchill, Queen Elizabeth II and Che Guevara, as well as film stars Sophia Loren, Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor. Parked outside is a popular attraction, the former Cuban president’s 1953 Cadillac Eldorado.

Brijuni National Park is a protected natural habitat of rich biodiversity made up of an archipelago of 14 islands of rocky beaches and parkland. From 1949 the islands served as a military base and the summer residence of former Yugoslav president Tito and were strictly off-limits until they became a national park in 1983. Download the Brijuni Pocket Guide, a handy mobile app detailing all of the park’s attractions and services in eight languages.

How to visit brijuni national park

Tickets can be booked online or at the ticket office next to the pier in Fažana from where ferries to the islands embark. The ferry is included in the ticket price. Scan this QR code to book online.
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Rovinj
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ICONIC LANDMARKS | GRAND ARCHITECTURE | SEASIDE DELIGHTS

Seaside Rovinj is one of Croatia’s most iconic destinations and an absolute must-visit. It’s also the city that records the highest number of overnight stays in Croatia.

The first view of Rovinj is a formidable sight. Set on a hilly peninsula, it seems to rise out of the sea with the Church of St Euphemia soaring above the city’s rooftops. Standing cheek by jowl along the waterline are pretty buildings of lime-plaster facades in pleasing pastel shades.

The Venetian influence in its architecture is hard to miss, with plenty of Renaissance and baroque accents thrown into the mix.

The egg-shaped peninsula Rovinj stands on was once an island, connected to the mainland in 1763. Dotting the surrounding blue-green waters is an archipelago of just over a dozen islands and islets. In the 17th-century Rovinj had a strong maritime industry and its fishing tradition continues, evidenced by the fleet of fishing boats bobbing in its marina.
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GETTING AROUND

Rovinj’s old town is closed to traffic and is entirely pedestrian-only. Some hotels here provide guests with transport and luggage transfer in electric golf carts.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Rovinj is best explored without a checklist of sights to tick off because its best feature is its special atmosphere. Wander the tiny age-old lanes without a plan and let the city work its magic.



Tracing Rovinj’s Landmarks

Along the Grisia to Sv Euphemia

The Grisia is a lane of slippery cobbles that slopes upwards to Rovinj’s highest point and most important landmark. It begins with a short walk from the white stone Balbi Arch on sea-facing Marshall Tito Sq (Trg Maršala Tita). Take a moment to admire this baroque arched gateway, decorated with the winged lion of Venice, that stands in for the original main city gate that once stood here.

Once through the arch, you’ll soon find Balbi restaurant on your left. This is where you dip right and then immediately left. You are now heading up Rovinj’s best-known lane and one of the widest arteries in the old town. As you ascend, browse the artists’ galleries and studios, and the bevy of shops peddling handmade jewellery and souvenirs.

Work your way upwards to the 18th-century Church of St Euphemia and its 60m-high bell tower topped with a bronze statue of its patron saint. For superb views over the terracotta rooftops and nearby islands, brave the 200 steps to the top.

Grisia has had its own festival since 1967: on the second Sunday of August, the Grisia Art Fair celebrates the city’s artistic tradition with the creations of local artists covering every available nook and cranny.


WHERE TO STAY IN ROVINJ

B&B Baron Gautsch

A guesthouse with comfortable rooms, some with sea and old-town views, on a quiet and leafy residential street. €€

Angelo d’Oro Hotel

Stylish rooms filled with antique-style furniture and a lovely plant-filled garden make this charming heritage hotel in the old town a gem.

Melegran

Colourful and comfy rooms full of luxury gadgets set in a restored stone building in the heart of the old town. €€€

Spirito Santo Palazzo Storico

A boutique-style hotel offering elegant rooms in a restored townhouse on a lane in Rovinj’s old town. €€€



Batana Eco-Museum

Celebrating Rovinj’s humble fishing boat

The batana, a modest flat-bottomed wooden fishing boat, is a symbol of Rovinj’s fishing and maritime heritage. This traditional fishing vessel is celebrated with its very own multi-media museum set in a small space facing the seafront.

Inside you can find maritime objects and tools donated by Rovinj residents, video projections, and audio and music clips that hint at the batana’s cultural and socio-economic importance. A time-lapse video reveals each stage of the intricate two-month batana-building process.




Beyond Rovinj
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Beyond Rovinj’s historical old town lie car-free islands and a rocky coastline traced with scenic bays.


Rovinj is not short of swimming spots, even within the old town: Balota Beach is a rocky beach just below its walls and a fantastic sunset spot. Venture southwards past the harbour to reach Mulini Beach and, further away, the rocky coves and pebbles of Zlatni Rt – part of a small peninsula making up Zlatni Rt Forest Park. This forest reserve of towering umbrella pines and majestic oaks is also home to a collection of exotic tree species from as far away as Mexico and Japan.

A cluster of just over a dozen tiny islands form part of the Rovinj archipelago, with a few being popular beach destinations easily accessible by regular ferry services.


GETTING AROUND

Boats to St Catherine (Sv Katarina) and St Andrew (Sv Andrija) islands depart from Rovinj’s Delfin pier.

Arriva buses depart up to 10 times a day between Rovinj and Bale.



Laze on Island Beaches

A day of fun in the sun

From Rovinj’s Delfin pier, it’s a quick 10-minute boat ride to forested St Catherine Island (Sv Katarina), also home to a large hotel, the Maistra Select Island Hotel Katarina. Its pebble beach ribbons the southern end but there are plenty of pleasant coves stretching westwards.

Red Island (Crveni Otok) is 20 minutes by ferry and is actually two islands linked via a causeway: 1.9km-long St Andrew (Sv Andrija) and even tinier Maškin. You’ll spot the ruins of a 6th-century monastery and church, and Island Hotel Istra, the only hotel here. St Andrew is traced with rocky and pebbly beaches, while Maškin is quieter with plenty of secluded rocky coves.

Wander Bale’s Dreamy Lanes

Architecture and atmosphere

Drive 15km southeast of Rovinj to reach the lovely little town of Bale, which started as an Illyrian fort and later became a Roman castrum. Today it resembles a typical Istrian town, with the imposing 15th-century Soardo-Bembo Castle at its centre, embellished with a combination of Gothic and Renaissance architectural features (closed to visitors).

Other notable buildings are the 14th-century Town Hall and its handsome arched Gothic porch, and the white stone Church of Mary’s Visitation, which is the fifth church to be built on the spot where a 9th-century basilica originally stood.

Despite its few obvious tourist attractions, Bale is another cobblestone-lane-and-stone-house town that’s a delight to wander around and take in the beautiful architecture and special atmosphere. A good place to do this is with a glass of wine at one of the tables set under the stone arches outside Kamene Priče, a restaurant that doubles as a jazz venue.


TOP TIP

Bicycle trail 221 is a 9.2km-long path winding through Zlatni Rt Park past towering cypresses, majestic pines and Himalayan cedars.




SKINNY-DIPPING IN ISTRIA

You’re bound to spot the letters FKK on beaches in Istria (and other parts of Croatia), usually on rocky or secluded ones, indicating a nudist beach. Naturism, or the German Freikörperkultur (FKK; ‘free body culture’) movement, has a long history in Croatia dating to the early 20th century.

Istria’s coastline has some of Croatia’s biggest and best-developed naturist resorts and campgrounds. North of Rovinj is FKK Beach Punta Križ and nearby Valalta Naturist Camp, plus car-free island Koversada with Europe’s oldest naturist camp.

Other popular clothing-optional spots include Naturist Camping Ulika north of Poreč, 49-hectare Naturist Resort Solaris near Tar, and Camping Kanegra FKK in northwestern Istria near the Slovenian border.
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Bale Town Hall | lero/shutterstock ©




Poreč
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UNESCO SITE | ROMAN ARCHITECTURE | BYZANTINE ART

During Roman times Poreč was called Parentium and had the lofty status of being the capital of Istria. The Romans forever left their mark on the old town, where relics of its ancient past are visible in the layout of its narrow streets of cobblestone and stone ruins.

Poreč is also home to Istria’s only UNESCO World Heritage Site, the magnificent 5th-century Episcopal Complex of the Euphrasian Basilica and its dazzling Byzantine mosaics.

But beaches are the main draw here and it’s the beach resorts lining the coastline north and south of the city centre that pull in the tourist crowds each summer. Rocky Brulo Beach is just a short hop south from the old town, while northwards along the coast lies pebbly Parentino Beach for a swim with views of the historic old-town skyline.

Poreč is also the host of the annual international VinIstra wine fair, bringing together winemakers from across Istria.
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GETTING AROUND

The compact old town of Poreč is car-free. The small city can easily be navigated on foot or by bicycle. Bicycles and e-bikes can be rented.




[image: ] TOP TIP

A handy way to get around the small city of Poreč is by bicycle. Look out for NextBike stations where you can rent both e-bikes and bicycles by the hour via its app (nextbike.hr).




WHERE TO EAT IN POREč

Artha Bistro

Fill up on classic pasta dishes prepared vegan-style or tasty platters of tofu, tempeh and seitan. €

Chili Fusion Streetfood

A small restaurant with a menu of poke bowls, sushi, wraps and other tasty Pan-Asian bites. €

Restaurant Spinnaker

A fine-dining restaurant with alfresco seating steps from the waterfront that has fish, meat and vegetarian tasting menus. €€

Sv Nikola

A swish restaurant overlooking its namesake island. It serves dishes of fresh seafood and meat. €€



Poreč Old Town Highlights

Roman streets and relics

Poreč’s compact town centre occupies a peninsula not much more than 500m long and 200m wide. Lining its cobblestone alleyways is an appealing mix of Gothic palazzos and Romanesque and baroque buildings occupied by shops, bars, restaurants, ice-cream parlours and souvenir shops.

The town’s typical Roman street system has east–west Decumanus as its main thoroughfare linking Trg Slobode to Trg Marafor. Where it intersects with north–south Cardo Maximus, glance up to see the handsome bifora windows of the 15th-century Gothic Zuccato Palace, home to Galerija Zuccato, an avant-garde art gallery (poup.hr/o-nama/lokacije/galerija-zuccato).

Trg Marafor was once the Ancient Roman forum and centre of day-to-day life. Look out for the 13th-century Romanesque House with a wooden upper balcony (not open to the public). Nearby lie a few scattered stone remains of the 1st-century Temple of Neptune, the god of the sea.

Byzantine Art & Architecture

Episcopal Complex of the Euphrasian Basilica

Poreč’s star attraction is the UNESCO-listed Episcopal Complex of the Euphrasian Basilica, a treasure dating to 553 CE and is one of the finest examples of Byzantine art and architecture in Europe. The complex includes an early Christian church, atrium, baptistery and episcopal palace. The centrepiece is the basilica, in particular the splendid gold-leaf mosaics decorating the apse where you can spot Christ and the apostles, Virgin Mary and a posse of saints. Eighteen marble columns topped with intricate capitals carved with birds and floral details support the high ceiling.

In the lapidarium and courtyard, marvel at the colourful 4th- and 5th-century floor mosaics of earlier churches that once stood here. Via the octagonal baptistery you can access the top of a 16th-century bell tower and sweeping views over the old town. In summer, the complex becomes an atmospheric venue for classical concerts.




Beyond Poreč
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An indented coastline of rocky beaches backed by fragrant pine forests and charming seaside towns beckons.


A boat ride southwards past the sea-facing towns of Funtana and Vrsar will bring you to the mouth of the 600m-wide Limski Kanal. This dramatic inlet of deep green waters is flanked by steep valley walls rising to 100m, one of the most dramatic sights in Istria. This natural attraction can also be reached by road with several lookouts to stop at on the way to take in the sensational views.

Hit the road in a northerly direction towards Slovenia to get acquainted with the pretty hilltop towns of Brtonigla and Buje located further inland, before heading back to the coast to explore Umag’s old town and beaches.


GETTING AROUND

Cammeo is an app-based taxi service (similar to Uber) that operates in Poreč. If you want to travel further than the city’s outskirts, it’s best to have your own car.



Seaside Idyll of Vrsar

Sculptures and sea views

Pretty Vrsar, 10km south of Poreč, is a tiny town of cobbled walkways, bougainvillea and pastel facades perched on a sea-facing hillside. Its claim to fame is that Casanova visited twice in the 1700s. The Italian adventurer now lingers here forever, immortalised as a bronze statue near the tiny church of St Anthony of Padua.

The bell tower of St Martin’s Church is a new construction built in 1991 to replace the original, which was demolished back in the 1920s. Climb its internal staircase for one of the best viewpoints over city rooftops and nearby islands. Behind the church, a stone staircase descends to the marina and beaches.

Keep an eye out for the stone sculptures gracing many of the town’s squares, and parks and the waterfront promenade. These are works created during the annual Montraker International Sculpture School with stone from the nearby Montraker quarry. For more stone creations, head to 24,000-sq-metre Džamonja Sculpture Park, a quiet contemplative spot showcasing the work of late artist and park creator, Dušan Džamonja.


TOP TIP

A series of cycling paths wind up and down the coast from Poreč and further inland. Have a look at the Istria Bike website (istria-bike.com/en) for the technical details of each trail.




WHERE TO STAY IN POREč

Camping Zelena Laguna

A huge campground 5km from the old town with a pool and a waterslide, and several beaches. €

Hotel Mauro

An Austrian-era hotel with elegant rooms opening onto balconies with sea views, plus free beach transfers. €€€

Valamar Riviera

A waterfront property in the old town with snug rooms and free transfers to Isabella Island. €€€

Hotel Laguna Parentium Porec

A large hotel outside the city with three pools, and balconies in every room. Most rooms have sea views. €€€
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St Martin’s Church, Vrsar | Ivica Drusany/shutterstock ©

Cool Off at the Beach

Car-free island getaway

For a beach experience on a car-free island, hop on the ferry to St Nicholas Island (Sv Nikola), a quick ride from the pier in Poreč. This was once the property of an Italian noble family who constructed a castle here as their summer home. The castle has been converted and adapted into a large upscale hotel, Valamar Isabella Island, with many new annexes as well as manicured gardens added. But the beaches are public and the views of Poreč old town across the waters superb.




Motovun
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PANORAMIC VIEWS | GOTHIC ARCHITECTURE | GASTRONOMIC DELIGHTS

The first sight of fairy-tale-like Motovun perched 277m up on a hilltop is awe-inspiring. Thanks to its medieval good looks, this is one of Istria’s most photographed and iconic towns.

Encircling this well-preserved citadel dating back to Venetian times is one of its original two sets of massive 13th-century walls, punctuated by fortified towers. Enclosed within these ramparts is a 13th-century bell tower and Gothic and late-Renaissance churches amid a smattering of multi-coloured Romanesque, Gothic and Renaissance buildings.

Meanwhile, down in the dense forests at the base of the town lies hidden treasure: this is where Istria’s renowned white truffles are foraged for each winter.

Motovun was also a notable cultural hub for many years as the host of Croatia’s best-known summer film festival from 1999 to 2023 (in Petehovac, Gorski Kotar from 2024).

High season sees its cobbled lanes overwhelmed with tour groups but if you visit in winter, you’ll have the town to yourself.
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SIGHTS

1Church of St Stephen

2Polesini Palace

3Town Hall

4Roxanich Winery

5Tiskara Antico

6Tomaz Winery

7Trg Andrea Antico

8Venetian Loggia

9Vina Fakin

ACTIVITIES, courses & Tours

10Miro Tartufi




GETTING AROUND

A bus service connects the parking area at the base of Motovun with its old town on top of the hill. For those who like to walk, cobblestone pathways snake up the slope through a residential area of flower-bedecked stone houses offering glimpses into everyday life.




[image: ] TOP TIP

You can download the digital tourist guide to Motovun (app.skeniraj.me/en/1-6306) for more information about the historical attractions as well as accommodation, wineries, restaurants, family farms and more.



Strolling the Monumental Walls of Motovun

Churches, castles and endless views

Start your visit at the town’s pillared Venetian loggia for verdant views of the Mirna River Valley stretching below. It was under this roof that legal matters were once settled and important announcements made. A few steps away, the archway of the main city gate opens onto Trg Andrea Antico, the town’s main square. Look for the winged lion of St Mark above the doorway, a symbol of the former Venetian Republic. Dominating this handsome square of cobblestones polished by centuries of footfalls is the 13th-century Romanesque Town Hall, one of the largest in Istria. It still functions as a municipal office, while the tourist office occupies one wing. But the square’s centrepiece is the 18th-century Church of St Stephen whose distinctive crenellated bell tower is clearly different in style: it was built in the 13th century when an earlier church stood here.

Hotel Kaštel occupies the magenta-red 18th-century Polesini Palace, the former home of a powerful Patrician family. Pause for a cool drink and break from sightseeing on its delightful terrace shaded by three majestic chestnut trees.

Next, stop in at the tourist office for an entry ticket to the fortified walls. It won’t take more than 15 minutes to trace these ramparts that defended the town for centuries, depending on how long you stop to take in the exceptional views over the green valley and forests below.

Complete your tour with a spot of time travel at Tiskara Antico, a medieval printing house. Watch a demonstration of traditional hand-printing on a replica of a Gutenberg press.


PARENZANA CYCLING & WALKING TRAIL

This popular trail takes its name from the narrow gauge railway that once ran along its route. Opened in 1903 during Austro-Hungarian times, trains connected the port city of Trieste to Poreč on Istria’s west coast until the railroad was dismantled in 1935 during Italian rule.

In 2006 the ghost railway was resurrected as an off-road trail that winds through bucolic landscapes and the scenic hill towns of Buje, Grožnjan, Završje, Oprtalj, Livade, Motovun and Vižinada. Signboards mark the location of each of the 35 original stations.

The 123km-long trail passes through three countries: Italy, Slovenia and Croatia, with its longest section running 78km through the Croatian part of Istria.



A Truffle Hunt & Tasting Adventure

Digging for buried treasure

The deep forests at the base of Motovun are where truffle hunters scavenge for these elusive and expensive tubers, including the highly prized magnatum Pico (white truffle). Sign up for a three-hour truffle experience at Miro Tartufi (miro-tartufi.com/en) for a tuber hunting and tasting adventure.

Mirjana welcomes visitors with a drink, followed by an introduction to the characteristics of the black and white truffle. You’ll then follow her husband Miro and their trained hounds Bela and Nera into the forest for a demonstration of how they sniff out truffles growing 25cm underground. Once they catch a whiff of a pungent tuber, Miro carefully digs it up.

After the hunt, Mirjana dishes up plates of local pasta, scrambled eggs, homemade cheese and sausage – all liberally seasoned with this expensive gourmet delicacy.


THE WORLD’S BIGGEST TRUFFLE

The truffle is a tuber that grows underground in dense forests and can only be sniffed out by specially trained dogs.

While the black truffle is available year-round, the pungent white truffle (known as tuber magnatum Pico) can only be found for a few months a year, generally from September to January, hence its status as a luxury delicacy.

It was in Motovun forest that the world’s biggest truffle was dug up in 1999, fetching a price tag of US$5000.

Giancarlo Zigante and his dog Diana unearthed the 1.31kg white truffle, earning a Guinness World Record. Today the record holder runs a restaurant in nearby Livade and has a line of truffle products under the brand name Zigante.



WHERE TO STAY IN MOTOVUN

Hotel Kaštel

Boutique-style rooms in Motovun’s 17th-century castle plus an indoor pool, sauna and spa treatments. €€€

Villa Borgo B&B

A top location in the dreamy old town and breakfast served with a view on a rooftop terrace. €€€

Roxanich Design Hotel

Cosy rooms with a retro design vibe, infinity pool and fine-dining restaurant above Roxanich Winery. €€€

Swirl & Sip Istrian Vintages

A tour of Motovun’s wineries

Motovun’s foothills are encircled by tidy rows of lush vineyards where several notable wineries welcome lovers of fine wine to drop in for a taste of their high-quality vintages.

Spreading over 30 hectares lie the vineyards of Vina Fakin (fakinwines.com), a local winery that has scooped up prestigious awards for its Malvazija and Teran wines, produced from homegrown grapes. Sample typical Istrian wines in the light-filled tasting room and shop.

At Tomaz Winery (vina-tomaz.hr), swirl and sip your way through sparkling, premium and aged wines in a chic, contemporary tasting room opening onto verdant views over the family vineyards and lovely Motovun looming on the hilltop.

The focus is on natural organic wine at Roxanich Winery (roxanich.com). A guided tasting tour takes connoisseurs through this cutting-edge winery spread over four levels – each one dedicated to a stage of the winemaking process. Round off the visit with a taste of its red, white and orange wines.




Beyond Motovun
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Explore stone hill towns and enchanting landscapes of undulating hills covered with rows of age-old vines and olive groves.


The sweeping views from Motovun’s fortifications of the verdant Mirna River Valley stretching below and distant hills topped with intriguing villages are an invitation to venture further.

The Mirna River is Istria’s longest, springing in Kotli and extending 53km west until it empties into the Adriatic Sea. Its verdant valley and forests are the source of gastronomic delicacies that can be savoured in local taverns, while wine and olive producers working the land here open their tasting rooms to epicureans. Dotting the hills above are towns and villages made of centuries-old stone that have retained their old-world charm even though their heyday has long gone.


GETTING AROUND

Active types will enjoy exploring the area and towns surrounding Motovun by bicycle or even on foot along the off-road Parenzana Trail. Otherwise the only viable way to get around is by car.




TOP TIP

Look out for green signs marked Olive Oil Rd (Cesta Maslinova Ulja) pointing the way to local producers’ tasting rooms.



Head to the Hilltops

Idyllic towns and splendid views

Drive 18km northwest to one of Istria’s loveliest and best-restored hill towns. Grožnjan was all but deserted when its Italian residents left for Italy after WWII and Istria came under Yugoslav rule. Decades later its crumbling stone houses were given a new lease on life by the artists and musicians who moved in. Wander its cobbled lanes and take in the special atmosphere as you browse the galleries, art studios and boutiques hawking artworks and jewellery. Listen for the notes of a violin or piano drifting from the studios where musicians rehearse and practise during the annual Jeunesses International Summer School.

A serpentine road along sharp hairpins takes you through pine forests up 366m to charming Oprtalj. Make your first stop the beautiful 18th-century town loggia where you’ll spot a stone tablet of the Lion of Venice, and verdant views through its arched Gothic windows of the valley below. Proceed through the town gate and ramble along the narrow lanes to see what you find. Many forlorn ruins still sit shoulder to shoulder with restored stone buildings here.

From Oprtalj it’s a beautiful drive through green fields and then down a sinuous road snaking through a pine forest to Završje. Seemingly locked in time, this tiny atmospheric hilltop town is off the tourist trail and only has a few dozen inhabitants. Look closely and you’ll notice that the 16th-century Church of the Blessed Virgin Mary has a leaning tower. Its interior hides Istria’s oldest pipe organ, from 1740, while its most valuable treasure, a 15th-century chalice, is now in Paris’ Louvre.
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Oprtalj | xbrchx/shutterstock ©


GASTRO EXPERIENCES IN THE MIRNA RIVER VALLEY

Konoba Mondo in Motovun

A charming tavern in Motovun’s old town serving a menu of Istrian specialities prepared with local ingredients. €€

Restoran Stara Škola in Krasica

A farm-to-table fine-dining experience in the elegant setting of an old renovated school. €€

Restaurant Zigante in Livade

The record holder for unearthing the world’s largest truffle offers truffle tasting menus in his gourmet restaurant. €€

Ponte Porton in Kostanjica

A rustic tavern serving Istrian cuisine cooked homestyle, plus it has a separate vegan and gluten-free menu. €€






Pazin
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NATURAL LANDSCAPE | MEDIEVAL CASTLE | ACTION ADVENTURE

Set in the heart of Istria in a natural basin surrounded by rolling green hills, Pazin is the peninsula’s administrative capital with a provincial vibe.

Though the famous French author had never set foot here, Jules Verne was so intrigued by Pazin’s 100m-deep gorge, underground river and cliff topped by a 9th-century castle that he wrote them into his 1885 adventure book Mathias Sandorf.

The town’s surprising natural setting on the edge of a 130m-high cliff face overlooking the famous abyss is a draw for visitors, as are the hiking trails along the Pazinčica River and its multiple waterfalls.

Pazin’s location in the centre of Istria makes it a good launchpad from which to explore the region, with most destinations hardly more than a half hour’s drive away.
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GETTING AROUND

You can easily get around Pazin on foot and it doesn’t take more than 15 minutes to walk across this small town. It also makes a good base for the rest of the region.




[image: ] TOP TIP

As Pazin is located in the centre of Istria, it has good bus and rail connections with many of the region’s cities, making it a convenient base for those without their own means of transport.



Explore Pazin’s Cliffside Castle

Stepping through history

Pazin Castle is the best-preserved medieval fortress in Istria, first mentioned in the 10th century as Castrum Pisinum in a document written by the Holy Roman Emperor Otto II.

This fortification of hefty stone walls is the city’s commanding landmark, visible on its coat of arms. After being passed between a long succession of bishops and rulers, it served as a town hall for many centuries.

Today it houses two museums sharing the same space and entry fee: Pazin City Museum and the Ethnographic Museum of Istria. The ethnographic collections paint a fascinating picture of what everyday life was like in Istria in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Through evocative multimedia portraits you can step into the shoes of a weaver, fisher, potter, miner or barrel-maker.

Pazin From Above & Below

Ziplines and underground caverns

For a shot of adrenaline and a peek into Pazin’s famous rocky abyss, strap yourself into a harness and fly above the treetops on the Pazin Zipline. From its launchpad perched on the edge of a cliff just below Hotel Lovac, you’ll be soaring above the gaping sinkhole 100m below. Of the two ziplines, choose the 280m-long one for maximum thrills: it’s both the longest and fastest at 50km per hour.

Next, go underground on a three-hour caving adventure guided by expert speleologists into the mysterious depths of Pazin Cave (pazin-cave.com/en). After donning a helmet, and with a headlamp lighting your way, you’ll descend 100m through the cave’s network of limestone caverns into the Pazinčica River canyon. A trail leads you over bridges made of boulders to a small underground lake where you’ll take a short zipline ride to a sandbar.


WHERE TO STAY IN PAZIN & CENTRAL ISTRIA

Apartments Laura in Pazin

Comfortable rooms, studios and apartments – some open onto balconies and have scenic hill views. It’s a short walk from Pazin Castle. €€

Apartments Pruga in Lovrinići

Set in a quiet village with chic self-catering apartments in a reconstructed stone house. It also has an infinity pool to splash around in. €€€

Casa della Grofica in Kringa

Charming Istrian stone house with a fully equipped duplex, elegant guest rooms offered on a B&B basis and an accessible outdoor pool. €€€
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Dance of Death, St Mary of the Rocks church | Elisabetta Danielli/Shutterstock ©




Beyond Pazin
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Move away from the tourist rush to landscapes of rolling hills dotted with storybook medieval villages.


This is the heartland of Istria, one of charming hamlets and bucolic landscapes blanketed with vineyards where the Učka mountain is always looming in the distance. In once-fortified hilltop villages made of age-old stone, tiny churches hide colourful frescoes dating back to medieval times. Even places low on tourist sights are high on charm and old-world atmosphere and there’s always an arresting view to behold.

Expect a friendly welcome and a slower pace of life, one that allows you to savour the unspoiled countryside, as well as the slow-food delights and excellent wine on offer in rustic local taverns. This is where you’ll find the soul of Istria without looking for it.


GETTING AROUND

You’ll need to have your own means of transport if you want to explore the towns of central Istria as there’s no public transport or taxi service available here.



Hidden Treasures of Beram & Draguć

A medieval feast of frescoes

A 10-minute drive west from Pazin takes you to Beram, or alternatively, follow the marked forest path (hiking trail 711), a pleasant 6km walk. Tucked in a forest at the base of this hilltop town you’ll find the modest-looking St Mary of the Rocks church. You would never guess that its interiors hide some of the most magnificent frescoes in Istria. Covering every centimetre of its walls and ceilings in multihued tones are the creations of Vincent of Kastav, painted around 1474 according to the Latin inscription.

The most striking fresco is Dance of the Dead gracing the wall above the main entrance. Look for dancing skeletons, one holding a scythe representing death, leading a procession of people, including a pope, cardinal, bishop, a king and queen, innkeeper, child, beggar and soldier. Created after the bubonic plague, the message is that we are all equal in the face of death. To see the frescoes, make an appointment in advance ([image: ]052-622 903 or 091 580 6083).

Equally splendid are the wall-to-ceiling frescoes of tiny St Rocco Church in charming Draguć, a scenic 25-minute drive northeast from Pazin. Built in the 16th century as a votive offering following the plague, it was Anthony of Padua who bedecked the church’s walls and ceiling with his brush, completely covering them with scenes from biblical stories. See if you can spot the Adoration of the Magi, the Baptism of Christ and the Temptation of Christ. For a key to the church, knock on the door of house no 21 or call [image: ]052-665 186.


TOP TIP

Accommodation in this area is largely made up of self-catering apartments and independent villas, often with a swimming pool.



An Escape to the Hills

Hilltop towns with dreamy views

From Pazin head 8km southeast to reach lovely Gračišće, a quiet medieval town. Step through the town gate sheltering the Venetian loggia, and the tiny Church of St Mary on the Square comes into view on the right. Its interior hides 15th-century frescoes – for a peek inside ask for the key at house no 31. Facing the church is the eye-catching but crumbling Gothic Salamon Palace, and next to it is the former granary, another grand building. Don’t miss the views from the churchyard behind St Vitus Church. From a height of 457m, the sweeping view of rolling hills and Učka mountain is breathtaking.

From here, a delightful walking path (716) descends to magic hilltop Pićan through woods and vineyards, a 4km walk. Until the 18th century, this fortified medieval town was the seat of a diocese and home to bishops. This is another Istrian hilltop village of stone houses, cobbled lanes and a smattering of age-old churches that’s a charm to explore. Next to the Church of Blessed Virgin Mary, pause at Franz Ferdinand’s viewpoint – so-called because this is where the archduke admired the arresting panorama over a sliver of his kingdom.


ISTRIA’S VIBRANT FRESCOES

There are over 140 churches and chapels across Istria whose interiors are decorated with frescoes in vibrant colours. In the 15th century, a church was just not considered complete if its walls and even ceilings were not embellished with these mural paintings.

By the next century, frescoes seem to have fallen out of fashion and were plastered over, only to be rediscovered hundreds of years later and restored in the early 20th century.

Churches are often locked outside mass times but a key is usually entrusted to someone living in the village who will gladly open doors to curious visitors. Just ask a local to guide you to the right person.



Svetvinčenat’s Medieval Castle

Soaring towers and hidden chambers

In Svetvinčenat go back to the time of medieval knights. After lingering in the town’s handsome square, venture into the well-preserved 15th-century Morosini-Grimani Castle whose nooks and crannies can be explored via an adventure game. Escape Castle Svetvinčenat is a fun way for families to spend an afternoon clambering through towers and hidden chambers in search of the castle’s secret.

WHERE TO EAT IN CENTRAL ISTRIA

Konoba Vela Vrata in Beram

A small rustic restaurant with a menu of traditional fare and a terrace with a view. €€

Konoba Marino in Gračišće

Sample hearty Istrian dishes like homemade pasta or cured ham at this charming tavern. €€

Konoba 2 Peron in Cerovlje

Tuck into Istrian specialities, pizza and pasta dishes in stylish interiors or alfresco. €€
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Svetvinčenat | xbrchx/Shutterstock ©


OTHER HILLTOP TOWNS TO EXPLORE

Buzet

Perched on a rocky outcrop is this atmospheric town known as a centre for truffles.

Roč

A 15th-century fortified town of medieval and Romanesque churches and Roman and Venetian relics.

Hum

Explore the world’s smallest town and see monuments inscribed in Glagolitic, the oldest Slavic alphabet.

Kotli

Waterfalls cascade down a limestone riverbed in this scenic hamlet of stone houses and an old mill.

Boljun

A lovely castle town in the shadow of Učka mountain in Istria’s less-explored northeast.






Labin
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HISTORY GALORE | VENETIAN ARCHITECTURE | ART & CULTURE

Hilltop Labin is a gem of a town with a fascinating history, artistic vibe and a surprise at every turn. You’ll stumble upon squares of pretty facades painted in bright colours, art galleries and pottery workshops. Its many viewpoints look out on verdant hills and magnificent seascapes.

Attractions are concentrated in Labin’s dreamy old town, perched at 320m, while the newer part of the city (Podlabin) stretches out at the base of the hill. The city lived from mining for almost 400 years until the mine was shuttered for good in 1988.

Labin is also known for its rebellious streak as the town that led an anti-fascist revolution in 1921 when miners went on strike for 38 days against Italian rule and declared their independence as the Republic of Labin.

Every summer, Labin gets festive during Labin Art Republika, a celebration of the arts featuring art exhibitions, live music, dance and theatre.

[image: jpg]


GETTING AROUND

Old town Labin, where all the attractions are, is tiny and pedestrian-only. Its sloping and uneven cobblestone lanes may be challenging for those with limited mobility. You can park for free at Labin cemetery car park, 1km from the old town, and hop on the free electric golf-cart shuttle to the old town (from June to September only).




[image: ] TOP TIP

In summer, you can catch one of the free nightly walking tours for the chance to explore the old town by night. The tours run on Tuesday nights in summer at 9.30pm from the front of the information point in the old town.



On the Trail of the Venetians

Old town highlights

Venetian architecture defines much of Labin’s old town, with the porch-like Loggia on Tito’s Sq one of the first examples you encounter just outside the 17th-century walls.

At the town’s main entrance, 16th-century St Flora Gate, glance upwards to see the winged Lion of St Mark smiling down at you, a reminder that this was indeed once Venetian territory. From here the cobblestones slope gently upwards to lovely Stari trg and its buildings painted in tones of ochre, sienna and pastel pink. Bright yellow and four storeys tall, the former town hall is now the municipal court while the Romanesque building topped with a clock tower is Teatrino, or the Small Theatre.

Up the narrow lane just opposite is another cluster of architectural highlights. The 14th-century Church of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary also bears a winged lion, the omnipresent symbol of Serenissima. A few doors away, the bright-red baroque Battiala-Lazzarini Palace is the eye-catching home to the delightful Labin Public Museum. Visit this rambling palazzo of high-painted ceilings and creaking wooden floors to see collections of everyday tools and utensils, traditional Istrian instruments and historical mementoes. But the standout exhibit is the recreated network of mining tunnels that you can traipse through to get a glimpse into mining life.

Next, follow the signs to the Fortica Viewpoint for great views of the resort town of Rabac below. For another perspective, climb the 35m-tall bell tower of St Just for a picture-perfect panorama over the valleys and forested hills of northeastern Istria, and nearby Cres Island.


WHY I LOVE LABIN

Isabel Putinja, writer

My favourite part of Istria is definitely the rolling hills and medieval hilltop towns and villages of its interior. It’s in these spectacular landscapes, narrow cobblestone streets and buildings of ancient stone that you can get a feel for the true soul of Istria. Labin is one such place. I never tire of walking its stone lanes polished smooth over the centuries, admiring the colourful facades and exploring its many hidden squares and corners. It’s not surprising that it’s also a place that inspires artists. There’s always an exhibition to take in at one of the many galleries, or a pottery shop to browse.






Beyond Labin
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After getting to know Labin, head to the lovely beaches of Istria’s eastern coastline or explore the many nature trails.


Having marvelled at the sea views from Labin, you’ll want to descend the few kilometres to the tantalising waters and pebbly beaches of Rabac. Or head further south to the more remote beaches of Sv Marina, Drenje and Ravni.

Some of Istria’s most picturesque hiking trails have their starting point here, with several walking paths snaking down along forest paths from Labin to Rabac. For more hardened hikers, a handful of long-distance trails will have you traipsing through deep forests past streams and waterfalls, and up mountains for sweeping seascapes over the Kvarner Islands.

For a deep dive into local mining history, head to Istria’s newest town, the mining settlement of Raša built by Mussolini in 547 days.


GETTING AROUND

Bus services operated by Arriva (arriva.com.hr/en-us/home) and Brioni (brioni.hr/en-gb) link Labin with Pula and a number of towns in-between, including Raša. Buses between Labin and Rabac are infrequent.



Beach-Hopping in Rabac

A day by the sea

It’s an easy 5km drive downhill from Labin to Rabac, a former fishing village turned beach resort town dotted with several large hotel complexes. The best beaches are east of town along the promenade skirted by beautiful coves of white pebbles and lapped by the turquoise-blue waters this part of Istria is known for.

Lovely St Andrea Beach is made up of a collection of small pebbly coves. At Lanterna Beach, the thatched sun umbrellas and blue waters could almost fool you into believing you’re in the Caribbean if it weren’t for the pebbles underfoot. Girandella Beach has small sheltered bays and a gently sloping shoreline that makes it popular with families with small children.

Visit Istria’s Youngest Town

Exploring Istria’s mining history

Raša is a former mining town in a stunning natural setting, a 5km drive west from Labin. Built in 547 days and inaugurated in 1937 under Mussolini’s rule, this was a planned settlement built exclusively for the needs of miners. The mine closed in 1966 but the town remains as an example of Italian rationalist architecture. Its Church of St Barbara (the patron saint of miners) is shaped like an overturned coal wagon with a tower resembling a miner’s lamp.

The small museum Miner’s House ‘Arsia’ is a fascinating testament to Istria’s mining past through a multimedia collection of objects, images, film and sounds. A play of contrasting light represents the darkness of the underground mines and gruelling life of the miners, while the sound of explosions are a reminder of the disasters that took many lives. Two rooms are done up like the original interiors of a miners’ home, offering a glimpse into the modest everyday life of a mining family, complete with period furniture, parquet flooring and coal stoves.
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TOP TIP

Look out for krafi, a traditional delicacy from Labin and surrounding areas. Shaped like large ravioli, these are filled with a mix of cheese, raisins and sugar.




BEST HIKES WITH A SEA VIEW
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Andrej Đapić (@outbackcircle), a hiking, ATV and bicycle guide shares the best hikes with sea views in eastern Istria.

Divine Springs & Sentona’s Trails

They both follow a lovely creek past scenic waterfalls. They can be combined into a circular trail.

Terra Magica Trail

A beautiful and serene walk from Labin to Rabac through a protected area of black oaks.

Bellavista Trail

Starting at the seafront in Rabac, this trail climbs 474m to the top of Standar Mountain from where there are fantastic views of Kvarner Bay and the islands.

Quarnero Trail

A circular trail beginning in seaside Sv Marina, climbing over 500m through forests to Oštri, a stony Alpine-like peak.







Kvarner

[image: ]

VIBRANT TOWNS AND LESS-TRODDEN ISLANDS

With idyllic pebble beaches, charming fishing villages, forest-strewn islands and a few millennia of history, there’s a lot more to Kvarner than meets the eye.
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The Kvarner region (formerly known as Liburnia) may be less famous than counterparts in the south but therein lies the appeal. Sink into the mystery of islands Krk, Cres, Lošinj and Rab; relish the dynamic municipalities of Rijeka and Opatija; and get off the beaten path in the fishing villages of the Opatija Riviera.

Framed by Adriatic waters and separated from Dalmatia by mountains that form its borderlands, Kvarner’s natural beauty is not to be missed.
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Historically, the Venetian and Austro-Hungarian empires were both in situ for centuries, battling it out between each other (and occasionally the Ottoman Turks) for land and trade, making their mark on the local architecture and gastronomy scenes. In short, this means Kvarner is just as beautiful and jam-packed with culture as its neighbouring counties in the south - it’s an area still very much in touch with its agricultural roots, with food festivals that celebrate the turning of the seasons and traditional farming methods that are still maintained, resulting in a fantastic wave of organic, locally sourced dishes and world-class restaurants. And for the adventurous, the mountains and hillsides make for scenic hikes and there’s often a marathon or triathlon going on between the music festivals and saints’ days.


THE MAIN AREAS

Rijeka

Forward-thinking, music-loving city.

Opatija

Stately elegance and Viennese decadence.

Krk Island

Huge historical island with eco-goals.

Cres Island

Wild, rugged nature awaits.

Lošinj

Boutique luxury surrounding quaint towns.

Rab Island

Sandy beaches and historic walled town.



Find Your Way

A predominantly coastal area with a mild climate, Kvarner stretches from Istria to its west, and to Dalmatia in the south, with long stretches of islands in the Kvarner Gulf of the Adriatic Sea.
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Plan Your Time

Don’t rush around Kvarner, particularly if you’re planning to visit the islands. Allow for extra ferry travel time and take it slowly as the fragrant air and local charm wash over you.
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Pressed for Time

• Fly into Rijeka Airport on Krk Island and stay on the island for the night or two that you have.

• Basing yourself in Krk Town provides a fantastic introduction to the Kvarner area from which you can lap up the Roman ruins, sea views and excellent restaurants. It’s in the centre of the island, perfect for exploring the eastern village of Baška, with its riveting Glagolitic history and jaw-dropping beaches, or for taking a drive north to hilltop village Vrbnik, where the quiet, winding alleys provide a timeless peace and tranquillity.




A Week to Spare

• After Krk take the ferry over to Merag in Cres and spend a couple of nights absorbing the otherworldly landscapes. Stay at ancient hilltop village Beli and visit the Griffon Vulture Sanctuary before lounging on the beaches.

• Then, take the Porozina ferry to the Opatija Riviera and spend a night in Mošćenička Draga or Lovran, visiting the churches before taking a swim and working up an appetite for a fantastic seafood dinner.

• End your trip in ever so vibrant Rijeka, making sure to stop in one of the history museums before an evening of live music.




Make a Summer of It

• The Kvarner region is full of lovely holiday homes and apartments, ideal for a slow-travel family summer. If you can stay for a few weeks and ease into the local way of life, it’s certainly the best way to immerse yourself.

• Book a rental in Rab to coincide with the summer fair Rabska Fjera on 25–27 July for an unforgettable trip. You’ll take in the medieval pageantry and walk the paved lanes of one of Croatia’s finest old towns – between swims at the sandy beaches, of course.



Seasonal highlights

There’s so much in Kvarner, year-round. A summer visit calls for island hopping, while in spring or autumn you can explore quaint villages in the Opatija Riviera.

FEBRUARY

Carnival, the last Sunday before Lent (usually in February), is huge in Rijeka and is celebrated on most of Kvarner’s islands.
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APRIL

Easter sees wonderful village folk traditions such as dance and music across the islands and mainland towns.
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MAY

One of the best months of the year to visit – summer season is just getting started, but the beaches aren’t packed.
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JUNE

Visit Lovran’s Cherry Festival and chow down on metres of cherry strudel prepared by guest bakers using local cherries.
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JULY

Don’t miss the three-day žlahtina wine festival in the village of Vrbnik in Krk; history lovers rejoice at Rabska Fjera’s medieval pageantry.
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SEPTEMBER

The regattas in Lošinj remind us of the region’s strong nautical traditions. It’s also a gloriously sunny month.
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DECEMBER

The award-winning Advent Christmas market in Opatija is one of the prettiest and most loved in Croatia.
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Rijeka


[image: jpg]

FASCINATING HISTORY | MUSIC HAVEN | STUNNING ARCHITECTURE

Rijeka (meaning ‘river’ in Croatian) is often overlooked in favour of its Dalmatian counterparts, but this underrated cultural metropolis has nothing to prove. Its left-leaning residents enjoy their coastal city without the crowds of mass tourism, making it one of the most affordable places to live like a local and enjoy the thriving music and food scenes, while being a five-minute drive from a Croatian beach.

The city has a tumultuous history: its strategic location and deep waters made it a desirable port for empires to capture, including the Ancient Romans and Austro-Hungarians – the latter held the town for 450 years until 1918. The city was later occupied by Italian Fascists then German Nazis, before being reclaimed for the Socialist Republic of Croatia and, in turn, Yugoslavia in 1945. As well as being a punk rock hub, today Rijeka is known for being forward thinking, open-minded and a lot of fun to visit.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ivan Zajc Croatian National Theatre

SIGHTS

2Clock Tower

3Glavanova Beach

4Jadrolinija Building

5Kostrena Beach

6Maritime & History Museum of the Croatian Coast

7Palace Modello

8Ploče Beach

9Trsat Castle

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10Academia Coffee House

11Filodrammatica

12Grad

13Štriga

ENTERTAINMENT

14Pogon Kulture

15Youth Club




GETTING AROUND

Rijeka is a walkable, compact city with cultural venues and restaurants all in close proximity and transected by a large pedestrianised boulevard lined with cafes and shops. It’s also a transport hub with international and domestic buses pulling up right in the centre and seasonal flights landing at Rijeka Airport a short bus ride away.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you’re in self-catering accommodation or fancy a picnic, stock up on local fresh produce from the Central Market.



Rijeka’s Gritty Grandeur

Croatia’s pretty ornate port city

The Rijeka we know and love today is a product of some lasting town planning by the Austrian Habsburgs, who rebuilt their biggest seaport following a devastating earthquake in the 1750s. Most of the grand, ornate architecture in the town centre dates to the late 1800s, when the city housed the Habsburg navy and cultural institutions to boot. Some prime ones to look out for include the baroque clock tower above the arched city gate, designed by Filbert Bazarig in 1876, and the Ivan Zajc Croatian National Theatre, which was rebuilt in 1885 and is home to some early work by Gustav Klimt. Palace Modello, designed by Buro Fellner & Helmer and built in 1885, is another impressive remnant of the era, and the colossal Jadrolinija Building, a neo-Renaissance layer cake completed in 1897, started out as an administrative centre for the Austro-Hungarian government, which ruled the city from here.

Klimt’s in Town

The Viennese master’s early work

It turns out that Rijeka can proudly make the claim of liking Klimt before he was famous. Gustav, his brother Ernst Klimt and their colleague Franz Matsch worked on a series of nine canvas paintings for the ceiling of the newly built Ivan Zajc Croatian National Theatre in the 1880s, three of which were by the 23-year-old Gustav Klimt. The paintings were made in Vienna then transported down to Rijeka, where you can now see them from a newly installed viewing platform, when they’re at home – the originals do go on tour a lot.


SHOP LIKE A LOCAL

Rijeka’s ornate Central Market, built in 1913, is still going very strong indeed, packed full of the best local produce and freshly caught fish. Do what the locals do and buy your seasonal fruit, veg, nuts, honey, olive oil and of course seafood right here, delivered to the city from the surrounding countryside.



BEST BARS IN RIJEKA

Book Caffe Dnevni Boravak

Unstated and effortlessly cool, this cafe-by-day/bar-by-night hosts great live music.

Celtic Caffe Bard

Very fun, popular Irish bar with live music most nights of the week.

Nemo Pub

Down-to-earth, alfresco drinking by the river, at very reasonable prices.

Go Wild at Croatia’s Biggest Carnival

Rijeka’s parade is a riot

Every year on the last Sunday before Christian Lent starts, Rijeka holds a gargantuan Carnival. A parade of 10,000 costumed people dance, march and party down the length of the Korzo, led by the city’s mayor, the carnival queen and the honorary mayor of the day, Meštar Toni, who is handed the keys to the city for the duration.

The highlight (surely) of the parade is saved until last. A group of 100 men, the halubajski zvončari bell ringers, appear in striped shirts and masked as imaginary but very ferocious animals. They bounce to ring the bells on their belt, making a cacophony of sound as they go. The noise is said to scare away bad spirits, the winter and – as legend would have it – the Ottoman army. Local tales suggest that when the Turkish Ottomans tried to invade, men put real animal heads on and fought off the Ottoman soldiers who were scared by the masks.

You don’t have to be a member of a parade group to dress up, though: the motto of Rijeka carnival is: be whatever you want to be. After the parade, parties go on until the small hours, with young locals making the most of the opportunity to polish off as much alcohol as is conceivably possible.


SIX NAMES ARE BETTER THAN ONE

To coincide with Rijeka’s tragically timed turn as European Capital of Culture in 2020, a second set of signage was produced for the old town centre’s alleys, squares and thoroughfares.

You can spot the small silver plaques, giving a subtle but poignant nod to the turbulent history of these paved streets, displaying all the previous names the site has ever had.

The narrow St Barbara’s Sq, for example, has had six titles, depending on the language of the occupiers of Rijeka at that time, including Piazza di San Barbara, Piazza delle Erbe, Ulica Janeza Trdine and finally back to the Croatian language incarnation of its original name, Trg Svete Barbare.



Trsat’s Castle in the Sky

The best city views

Looking down over Rijeka in the hilltop suburb of Trsat sits Trsat Castle, a 13th-century Frankopan fortress, that has its origins as far back as Roman times. The majestic views span the horizon and sea in one direction, and the river and gorge behind it. It’s absolutely worth the 560 steps up – especially once you reward yourself with a drink from Vintage Cafe, within the battlements.

Rijeka Rocks

A music hub for generations

There are a number of theories as to why Rijeka was Yugoslavia’s music capital. It could have been the Liverpool effect; a busy port city with ships coming and going from the USA bringing the latest rock music LPs here first, meaning everything from rock’n’roll to punk rock was more accessible for the youth of Rijeka. Or it could be all the empty warehouses following the city’s industrial decline, just begging to be used as rehearsal spaces and impromptu gig venues.

Whatever the reason, Rijeka poured out Yu-Rock band after Yu-Rock band (short for Yugoslavian Rock) across decades and genres and is still considered as Croatia’s music capital, with new-wave punks Paraf, synth outfit Denis i Denis and noise rockers Grč revered even today.

But it’s local institution Let 3 who are still belting out their raucous punk after 30 years. As Croatia’s entry in the 2023 Eurovision Song Contest, the band performed its enjoyably provocative track ‘Mama ŠČ!’, launching faux nukes into the audience and (through thinly coded lyrics to sidestep the ban on political statements) berating the Belarusian president Alexander Lukashenko for aiding Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

Legendary punks aside, the Rijeka music scene is still thriving, nourished by the brilliant, award-winning Ri-Rock festival. Alongside putting on the biggest annual rock festival in the city, the organisers also manage the Ri-Rock Academy music school and Music Box, a very affordable but top-quality rehearsal studio for young people to jam and get advice from the festival team.

BEST RESTAURANTS IN RIJEKA

Seafood Restaurant Feral

Quirky fish restaurant with nautical decor and a homey vibe. €

Bistro Mornar

Best seafood (and indeed menu in general) in the city at this Rijeka institution. €€

Maslina

Great Italian restaurant with squid-ink spaghetti to die for and the best pizza around. €
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DIVING INTO RIJEKA’S ROCK SCENE

[image: jpg]

Vinko Golembiowski, Vice President of Ri-Rock Festival, rirock.hr.

I’m always telling people how cool Rijeka is and what’s going on here. The city is full of little bars that the locals like to cruise to see which musicians are playing. Everyone in Rijeka loves music. We wouldn’t call it a rock city, people here are humble, but it is really.

Go to as many shows as you can and you’ll soon figure out the scene. Just talk to people and they’ll tell you what’s going on.

Most of the live music organisations here also run associations to support LGBTIQ+ causes or shelters for those escaping domestic abuse.

Now Let 3 are internationally known, Rijeka music is coming for you. It’s here. You can’t avoid it.



WHERE TO WATCH LIVE MUSIC IN RIJEKA

Youth Club

This cafe-bar maintains a welcoming, studenty vibe but is attended by locals of all ages.

Pogon Kulture

This much-loved dive provides a legit Rijeka punk experience.

Filodrammatica

An ornate, Italian-era ballroom that’s hidden in plain sight.

Nautical but Nice

Titanic link to the ocean

If you pop into the 19th-century governor’s palace housing the Maritime & History Museum of the Croatian Coast, you’ll come across a room with a very rare artefact indeed. A life vest from the ill-fated Titanic is displayed in a glass case in the middle of a room dedicated to the disaster.

But what has Rijeka got to do with the Titanic? Quite a lot, as it turns out. The majority of the crew on the HMS Carpathia, the ship that answered the Titanic’s distress call and rescued the survivors, were sailors from Rijeka, a naval hub and port on the vessel’s route. One of those sailors on the rescue mission kept a lifevest from the traumatic expedition, which was found by his family decades later and donated to the maritime museum. It’s part of the permanent collection displayed in the museum, which is well worth the €4 ticket.
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A HEAVY HITTER

In 1866 a local inventor and a Brit engineer put Rijeka on the map thanks to their dangerous new creation: the torpedo.

The city was still part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire when Ivan Lappis presented his idea of a device that could destroy ships, controlled from land, to Emperor Franz Joseph. With the emperor’s backing, Lappis worked with British engineer Robert Whitehead, manager of the Stabilimento Tecnico Fiumano Company, to create the weapon that changed nautical warfare forever.

The profits saw Rijeka transformed into a cosmopolitan city with impressive new architecture, some of which was built and owned by Whitehead himself.



Cafe Culture Centrale

Rijeka takes coffee seriously indeed

Rijeka spent over a century as an autonomous city with a predominantly Italian population. The city became part of Yugoslavia after WWII, and today its inhabitants are Croatian, but the Italian influence is still palpable – the local dialect sounds distinctly Venetian and going for coffee is an essential part of the day. There are over 20 cafes on the thoroughfare Korzo and countless more around the city. Grad, on the waterfront, is a great one to sit outside and enjoy an espresso with one of its exemplary cakes. Štriga, by the canal basin, is a cosy spot with an excellent coffee menu and Academia Coffee House offers a chic respite from the hubbub.

BEST SWIMMING SPOTS NEAR RIJEKA

Ploče Beach

Loved for its clear waters, this Blue Flag beach is accessible for all visitors.

Glavanova Beach

Great for families thanks to shallow waters and the shade providing trees along the shore.

Kostrena Beach

This peninsula’s incredible beaches boast cooler waters thanks to the mountain springs.




Opatija
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GOURMET HAVEN | ORNATE RESORT | SPAS & WELLNESS

Green lawns, tall trees and tropical gardens margin the luxurious 19th-century buildings of Opatija, an elegant town just 18km west of Rijeka. The ornate Habsburg-era hotels and villas are immaculately well kept today, giving its streets a very nostalgic, time-warp feel.

There were people living here before the arrival of the Habsburgs’ railway line from Vienna (the Benedictine abbey in town dates back to 1420) but it was really the Austrians who built this town up in the 1870s, seeing its potential as a seaside destination and crafting the first tourism resort on Croatia’s coastline.

It is a small town where the main activities include grazing on cakes (there’s still a Viennese vibe about the cafes), eating fantastic seafood and going for a swim in the crystal-blue waters, and you’ll be hard-pressed to find a more luxurious hamlet in Croatia to do it.
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GETTING AROUND

Opatija is a small city, so it’s easy to explore by foot. There is a train station Opatija Matulji at nearby Matulji, and a local bus covering the Opatija riviera.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Staying in opulent hotels is half the fun of Opatija, but if your budget doesn’t stretch to that, don’t be put off! This small, walkable town has thousands of holiday apartments in town with manageable rates, as well as a handy fish market and supermarkets for self-caterers.



Spa Life!

Croatia’s first coastal resort town

If you haven’t convalesced at a seaside hotel were you even a rich Austrian? Convalescing (19th-century wellness speak for getting some R&R) was taken very seriously by Viennese royalty, who gave their doctors an assignment after the Habsburgs lost Venice and its lido during a war in the 1860s: find a spot to build a new health resort. Opatija was selected for its year-round sun, with winter temperatures averaging 10°C, and its fresh salty air, which is, of course, fantastic for the respiratory system any day of the week.

Today’s take on a wellness break is much more advanced than sunshine and sea air, but luckily many of the hotels in and around Opatija have taken that on board and built some iconic spa facilities within their walls.

Heritage hotel Miramar has an indoor/outdoor seawater pool on-site and aqua aerobics, Pilates and yoga are all included in the package, which encourages guests to keep their newfound good habits going at home.

The Hotel Ambasador is a 1960s addition to the coast with an exceptionally swish spa that includes Finnish sauna and Turkish bath. A short drive west to Ika, the Ikador Luxury Boutique Hotel & Spa, one of the Leading Hotels of the World, has gone all out, with a Himalayan salt room to relax in after a stint in its steam room or Jacuzzi. You can even book sound healing and have one of the therapists soothe your soul by playing their rare crystal sound bowls.


NO ADVENT LIKE IT

Advent festivities take place in practically every town and city across Croatia, but Opatija’s is award winning and famously very special.

Held in central locations like Angiolina Park, St James’s Park, Slatina Sq, Lungomare Promenade and the neighbouring fishing village of Volosko, Opatija becomes delicately lit by thousands of tiny bulbs, giving a fairy-tale vibe to the gardens in particular.

Live music events are programmed alongside one of the country’s top Christmas markets and, if you time it right, your visit can coincide with Opatija’s Chocolate Festival too – it takes place in early December. Check the local tourist board’s page for details, dates and more information (visitopatija.com/en).



WHERE TO STAY IN OPATIJA

Hotel Kvarner

Croatia’s longest-standing seaside hotel is just as elegant now as the day it was built. €€€

Bristol Hotel Opatija

The best midrange stay going, this period property is in the heart of town and beautifully maintained. €€

Ikador

This boutique slice of luxury is truly magnificent if you have the budget for it. €€€




Beyond Opatija
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Fascinating towns and villages line this peaceful, less-trodden corner of coast that’s packed full of culture and tradition.


The fishing ports and hilltop villages of the Opatija Riviera are far less busy than their coastal counterparts in the south of the country, making them the perfect getaway for those in search of unspoiled, rustic charm.

Busy Opatija makes a great base for exploring neighbouring Volosko, or heading west along the seafront to the lavish villas of Ika, the medieval alleys of Lovran, the seafood restaurants in fishing village Mošćenička Draga, or the hilltop hamlets of Mošćenice and Brseč. With short drives between each, it’s a delightful region, hosting seasonal food festivals that give a nod to the strong legacy of farming, fishing and sailing in this often overlooked corner of the region.

Volosko’s Sweet Tooth

Sugar highs at Kaokakao Patisserie

With only 1000 residents, medieval fishing village Volosko is older than its next-door neighbour Opatija (a three-minute drive away) and is certainly less frilly; with its many layers of fascinating architecture being far more humble in design and decoration.

So it might seem like an unlikely place to find one of Croatia’s best bakeries, but the incredible Kaokakao Patisserie, where owner/pastry chef Anja Zulic creates divine treats, absolutely pulls in the visitors.

Without any additives and using top-quality ingredients, Zulic bakes with inspiration from French, German and Italian recipes, sometimes reading antique menus and other times designing her own sweets from scratch such as Deliciana, a Frankopan torta, or the eponymous Kaokakao, which is highly likely to be the best chocolate cake you’ve ever had in your life.


GETTING AROUND

Local buses run from Rijeka, through Opatija and onwards through the Riviera towns of Ika, Lovran and Mošćenička Draga, with four services a day put on by Arriva (arriva.com.hr/en-us/home) and three a day by coach company Nomago (intercity.nomago.hr).




TOP TIP

If you’re visiting in the summer months, renting mopeds is a great way to get around this rural part of the country.



Food Fest Fun in Lovran

The world’s biggest omelette?

One of the highlights of the riviera and just 10 minutes’ drive from Opatija, Lovran is as picturesque as it is historically rich, the cobblestone lanes and streets passing humble buildings that date back to the 1600s when it was a walled city and sanctuary for locals fleeing the invading Ottoman armies. But it’s not only the fascinating design (such as the Turkish Head and Glagolitic script in St George’s Church) to look out for. Three times a year Lovran hosts huge food festivals: the Asparagus Festival in April, Cherry Festival in June and Chestnut Festival in October – all taking place in Liberty Sq.

The Asparagus Festival sees the whole town watch a guest chef make a colossal asparagus omelette, using 1000 eggs and 30kg of asparagus, collected from the Učka mountain by 10 volunteers over three days. Once it’s cooked all attendees are offered a free plate.


TRY THE BEST TREATS
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Anja Zulic, owner and pastry chef, Kaokakao Patisserie (facebook.com/kaokakaopatisserie).

I chose to open my patisserie here as I am personally attached to Volosko. I grew up here, my Nona lived here, and it is a small charming town, but with great gastronomy.

I love the Mandrac harbour with its great restaurants and cafes.

I recommend walking around the small streets, visiting the galleries and buying a gelato to enjoy on a bench near the sea, especially on a hot summer evening.



Catch of the Day at Mošćenička Draga

Tiny village, big foodie destination

Diehard gastronomy lovers sniffed out this fishing village on the Opatija Riviera long ago. Mošćenička Draga is tiny but densely populated with some of the best seafood restaurants in the country.

Konoba Zijavica is one of Croatia’s finest JRE restaurants (a French organisation that honours top young chefs), and preparing incredible fish plates is in the blood here. Ever-so-friendly Chef Stiven’s father comes from a fishing background, while his wife prepares the delectable sweets.

Konoba Pescaria adopts a traditional Croatian approach to freshly caught grilled fish, shrimps and more, served in huge portions at reasonable prices at this dockside spot.

And then there’s the stalwart of the village, Johnson, which is another traditional restaurant with sweeping views of the valley and bay below, with spaghetti and risotto dishes as good as its catch of the day.

Understandably, there’s a strong nautical tradition that you can’t miss out on visiting. Locals get festive and celebrate the culture every year in early July, when a ferociously fun regatta takes place with sailors racing their fishing boats past the promenade and little harbour.

TOP SEAFOOD ON THE OPATIJA RIVIERA

Bistro Yacht Club, Opatija

A down-to-earth gem. Order the divine bacalar bianco (salted cod), no matter the main catch. €€

Plavi Podrum, Volosko

This fine-dining jaunt is an elegant treat, serving unusual dishes (squid ink galore). €€€

Ganeum, Lovran

A cosy bistro with bijou design; try the shellfish, grilled fish or dare to order the beef. €€

Up on High: Mošćenice

Town with rare olive press

The gated hilltop hamlet of Mošćenice overlooks Mošćenička Draga and was home to folks who worked in fishing, sheepherding and olive-oil production.

It’s a charming medieval village with two Italian-style loggias (one inside and one outside city walls so people didn’t bring disease into the village) and a quaint baroque church built with Italian marble from Rijeka.

Sadly, people don’t really live here anymore; the school closed down a few years ago. It’s worth passing by to take in the cobbled streets and the perfectly preserved horse-powered olive mill, which is a real treat. Last used in 1972, it’s open to look around daily between 11am to 3pm and €3 buys a mini tour from the local curator.
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THE HOUSE OF THE SEA

Kuća od Mora, or the House of the Sea in English, is a love letter to the local fishing industry of days gone by. The award-winning local ethnography museum in Mošćenička Draga was conceived and is managed by the local community, who donated the artefacts and objects from their family collections, which explain to visitors the hard work and dedication of the sailors and fishers of Mošćenička Draga through the ages.

It’s interactive in part, with displays the public can touch to get a sense of the instruments used and risks taken by the men at sea and the women who ran things onshore. It’s closed off-peak but pop into the cafe next door to the right and they’ll likely open it up for you.






Krk Island
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SEASIDE & BEACHES | FASCINATING FOLKLORE | ROMAN HISTORY

There’s more to Krk than its sprawling, heavenly beaches. Croatia’s largest island is also known for its gorgeous seaside towns and rich cultural heritage. From the ancient Liburnians and industrious Romans to dynastic Frankopan lords and Slavic priests, Krk is absolutely steeped in history.

The folklore and intangible heritage here really add to the wonder, with the practice of haunting flute tunes and scent of herbal remedies wafting in the ether.

Krk is a hugely popular destination for both international tourists (around 100,000 visit every summer) and Croatian visitors alike. The highway bridge connecting the island to the mainland makes a trip here easy, as does Rijeka Airport, which has a busy international schedule from April to October.

Its vineyards reap vrbnička žlahtina, a palatable dry white wine, and olive oil is abundant, making it a fab destination for organic produce and healthy living.
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SIGHTS

1Baška

2Haludovo Palace Hotel

3Kornić

4Kras

5Omišalj

6Poljice

7Vinarija Gospoja

8Vrbnik

9Vrh

EATING

10Konoba Nono

11Restaurant Konoba Nada

12Restaurant Rivica

DRINKING

13Volsonis

shopping

14Memento




GETTING AROUND

Krk is linked to the mainland by a free bridge, so Arriva buses (arriva.com.hr/en-us/home) run from Rijeka down to Krk old town, passing through Omišalj, Njivice and Malinska on the way. From there services run to Baška in the far eastern corner of the island. Buses also run from Rijeka to Krk’s southern ferry port Valbiska, where Jadrolinija runs a regular service over the narrow straight to Cres. The buses are not regular but they are reliable.
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Try the grappa! Grape brandy or lozovača is produced on Krk, with fermented noble vine grapes distilled to make one of the strongest alcohols in the world. Historically Krk locals offer a shot with dried figs to their guests on arrival and it’s a very tasty combo. Raise a glass and živjeli!



Live Splendidly in Krk

Ancient Roman retirement resort

The Ancient Romans, it turns out, loved to relax by the sea as much as anyone. Krk Town, or Curicum as it was known 2000 years ago, was home to not one but two thermal baths, a rare temple to the goddess Venus, a large forum marketplace, and villa homes with beautiful mosaic floors – some of which are still intact in the town today, featuring god of the sea Triton surrounded by dolphins.

A Roman plaque displayed on a building in Vela Placa shows Latin inscriptions referring to ‘the most beautiful city of Krk’ – splendidisimi Civitatis Curictarum. It’s from the base of a sculpture of a rich military general (whose name has been lost), who after serving three emperors retired here to enjoy ‘splendidisimi’ living. This proves Krk was a prosperous outpost with a good quality of life in Roman times, much like it is today.

There’s also a huge garden full of Roman ruins in the backyard of the snazzy bar Volsonis, named after Volson, a Roman ruler of Krk. His tombstone was found alongside the other remains in the owners’ garden, after 700 trucks of debris were removed. And don’t miss the remains of the ancient Temple of Venus which can be seen through the glass floor in the shop Memento. Venus, the Roman goddess of love and beauty, had a limited number of temples dedicated to her in the Roman Empire as only the noble Julia family (as in Julius Caesar’s lot) were allowed to make this dedication, so its presence here is very special indeed.


KRK’S ECO GOALS

Can an island with 20,000 inhabitants and 100,000 tourists in the summer be carbon neutral? The residents of Krk are working to find out. Having an ancient relationship with nature, whether it be seasonal farming or using local herbs for healing, Krk islanders are historically at one with their home. Now that tradition is looking forward by pioneering the installation of solar-powered systems, aiming to become energy autonomous and carbon neutral, hoping that by 2030 Krk will become a role model for the region.



WHERE TO STAY ON KRK

Heritage Hotel Forza, Baška

Rustic vibes all round at this slightly boho boutique stay that boasts incredible views. €€

B&B Villa Maris, Punat

A home-away-from-home vibe at this exceptionally well-run B&B, with hospitality at the forefront. €€

Hotel Marina, Krk old town

This boutique hotel sits on the waterfront and is unbeatable for location and wellness facilities. €€
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Take in Krk’s Traditional Tunes & Moves

A real song and dance

Intangible heritage is plentiful across Croatia’s islands, with most inhabited corners having their own traditional dances, dress and music, so of course the country’s biggest island has some of the most unusual.

The stand-out feature is the otherworldly music played on the sopile flute, which was, in ancient times, crafted from twisted bark of a mulberry tree. These days there’s one last artisan on the island making them: Marijan Orlić Senkić carves them from his workshop in the village of Kras.

The accompanying Tanac po staro, Krk’s traditional dance, is on the UNESCO World Heritage list and you can watch it on Easter Monday in the town square of Omišalj.

Other villages, including Kornić, Poljice and Vrh, also have their own folk dance groups performing throughout the year at events like Krk Music Fest and Lovrečeva, or St Lawrence Day in mid-August.


KRK’S GOT THE GOOD LIFE
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Slanica Peričić, storyteller and Krk guide.

I couldn’t live anywhere else, we have such a good quality of life in Krk. We’re a very green island, with self-sufficient water use and we are working towards being zero waste.

The nature is incredible, we have the richest biodiversity of any island in the Mediterranean, so we’re mindful to preserve it and to consume biodynamic produce, like our sheep’s cheese or olive oil.

It’s so safe and peaceful here, ideal for families, and our children and elderly are well taken care of. And it’s very easy to drive a scooter or walk to find a secluded corner of coast and peace for yourself.



BEST OLIVE-OIL PRODUCERS ON KRK

OPG UTLA, Malinska

Tour the olive groves followed by an olive-oil tasting – you won’t leave empty-handed.

Nono Oleoteka, Krk Old Town

Nono makes delicious olive oil at an oil press in its tavern, available to take away.

Krk Olive Oil 10-30-10, Vrh

Life-affirming olive oil grown and pressed by David Mrakovčić. Book online (ulje103010.com/103010-en).

Vrbnik Village Life

Slow down to village pace

Most repeat visitors will tell you their favourite corner of the island is picturesque and comparatively tranquil Vrbnik, on the north coast of Krk.

Now largely occupied by artists and creatives, who love the winding slab paved alleys and sweeping views, this hilltop village is known locally for having very well-educated townspeople, as for centuries Vrbnik held a tradition that every family with a son would send at least one son to be a priest (the only people who could read and write at the time). Consequently, there’s a sizable library of Glagolitic scripts tucked away in the tourism board office.

It’s also the home of Krk’s local wine, žlahtina, which is grown in the vineyards that cover the flats in the valley below Vrbnik. You can order a glass at almost any restaurant on the island or go wine tasting at Vinarija Gospoja, in the village itself.


BIGGEST NIGHTS OUT

One of Krk’s biggest celebrations of the year is Lovrečeva, an annual festival dedicated to the island’s patron, St Lawrence.

Taking place annually in mid-August, Lovrečeva will see its 500th year in 2024 so it’s definitely one to get to.

A great food market backdrops historical reenactments, including medieval sports like fencing, as well as live music and folk dances at sites in and around Krk old town.

There’s delicious local products to feast on like Krk cheese, šurlice (homemade noodles topped with goulash), žlahtina wine and Krk grappa – and don’t miss Croatia’s only hand-slicing prosciutto com-petition!

Keep an eye on the local tourism board’s website for updates (tz-krk.hr/en).



Discover Glagolitic Krk

Spot the island’s medieval script

The ever-so-mysterious-looking Glagolitic script was used across Croatia in medieval times and is considered to be the oldest known Slavic alphabet. Not hugely dissimilar in form to Cyrillic, linguists have also traced Armenian, Greek and Hebrew influences. It was designed in the 9th century by St Cyril and his brother Methodius, two missionaries from Thessaloniki in Greece, who used their Glagolitic alphabet to spread Christianity to the Slavic people to the north of them.

Krk was a Glagolitic stronghold and the earliest known Glagolitic inscription, the Baška Tablet, from the town of Baška in Krk, was carved in the 11th century. It’s an 800kg stone slab inscribed with details of how Croatian King Zvonimir gave land to the local community.

Today, the original tablet is displayed in the Strossmayer Gallery of Old Masters, Zagreb, but if you keep your eyes peeled on Krk, you’ll catch an impressive number of churches with Glagolitic words carved into their altars, doors and shrines. Or you can request to see more of the script at the library in the idyllic northern village of Vrbnik.

WHERE TO EAT ON KRK

Konoba Nono, Krk Town

Delicious calamari, delectable local mussels and the best pljukanci (hand-rolled pasta) on the island. €€

Restaurant Konoba Nada, Vrbnik

Go big with the octopus or tuna, or graze on the local sheep’s cheese. €€

Restaurant Rivica, Njivice

This family-run spot serves fish from the sea to table, with life-changing langoustine on menu. €€

Krk’s Magnificent Abandoned Hotel

Faded Leviathan of hotel design

Exploring abandoned architecture isn’t a new trend – ‘ruin porn’ was certainly popular in the 18th century – but social media has allowed devotees to track down more of these buildings than ever before. Croatia is heaven for such activity thanks to the wave of dilapidating Yugoslavian-era hotels that span the length of the coast.

The most spectacular of Croatia’s concrete ruins is the palatial Haludovo Palace Hotel, in Malinska, northwest of Krk. Tourist-friendly Malinska is still thriving, so after a coffee in the town centre, walk 10 minutes north along the water’s edge to Haludovo Beach and gaze upwards – the concrete leviathan is unmissable.

The Haludovo was co-owned by Bob Guccione, founder of Penthouse magazine, who it’s said funnelled $45 million into the project, which once also had a casino, spa and marina. Designed by local architect Boris Magaš in 1972, the luxurious complex was a pioneer in design at the time and, even in its ruined state today, oozes elegance, with booth-tables are still in situ, as well as the bar fittings, tilework and wood-panel ceilings.

Following the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the wars that came after, the hotel was occupied by refugees then abandoned by new owners for 20 years, so the huge, devastated site now has graffiti at every turn – a huge shame as it still looks and feels salvageable.


WHY I LOVE KRK
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Lucie Grace, writer

Krk is one of those fortunate corners of the planet that really has it all. It’s endlessly fascinating and historically rich while being beautiful and serene at the same time; truly an idyllic place to unwind and recharge.

It was the first of the country’s islands that I visited, as so many Croatian friends of mine have family summer houses there – it’s really popular with locals. It’s one I keep coming back to year after year, as there’s just so much to see, do, learn and taste.

You could come to Krk every summer for 10 years and have a completely different experience each time, knowing that you’re staying on the most eco-minded, nature-loving island in the Mediterranean.
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Cres Island
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PEACE & TRANQUILLITY | STUNNING BEACHES | IMPRESSIVE LANDSCAPE

Cres is one of those islands that captures your imagination; the otherworldly landscape of craggy rocks and the thick fragrant air enchant visitors, drawing you in as you leave the ferry behind, relaxing and unwinding as each kilometre passes.

It’s a sparsely populated island with more sheep than people living there and traditional farming methods still dictate that the flocks of sheep roam free, which is heartwarming to see.

Outside of the colourful, cultural capital of the island, Cres Town, the charming villages such as hilltop Beli and Lubenice or fishing hamlet Valun are mostly inhabited during the summer only, but what Croatia’s second-largest island lacks in population it makes up for in natural splendour. The beaches are the real draw here, with crystal-blue Adriatic waters lapping stretches of coast up and down both sides of this unspoiled, lengthy but slender isle.
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GETTING AROUND

You can get an Arriva bus direct to Cres’ old town from Pula, Rijeka or Zagreb (arriva.com.hr/en-us/kvarner/cres) and services run onwards south from the old town to Mali Lošinj. The smaller, ancient villages on Cres such as Beli and Lubenice are not served by buses (the thin winding roads would never permit it), so rent a moped or car to explore the island further if you can.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Watch those winds! The northeasterly Adriatic winds that whip round the Gulf, known in Croatian as bura, are no joke. As one of the outer islands in the Kvarner Gulf, Cres can see wind speeds of 220km/h – so check the wind forecasts before you take that bicycle or moped ride.



Explore Cres’ Venetian-Era Old Town

A little bit Venice

As part of the Venetian empire for almost eight centuries, the lengthy island of Cres needed a strong administrative capital for its agricultural goods to pass through, so a fortified town was built up around the pre-existing Roman port. Not much remains of those stone walls, but you can spot magnificent entrance gates and an imposing cylindrical watchtower that were once part of them.

Inside the walls of Cres Town, Venetians built palaces, churches, an arsenal and a loggia (a judicial forum), most of which can still be seen today. The Cres Museum is housed in one such palace, and whether you’re visiting the local history and ethnographic collection inside or just walking by, the fabulous pointed arch windows of Venetian Gothic architecture are very impressive.

Aside from the architectural features, the pastel-coloured facades of the buildings around the dock scream Murano or Burano to those who’ve been to those Venetian islands. So all in all ‘Little Venice’ is an apt nickname for Cres town.


THE MAGIC OF LUBENICE

The humble hilltop village of Lubenice as it stands today has a magnetic ambience that’s hard to place. Its buildings aren’t fancy and the alleys aren’t marble paved – in fact, there are only seven people living there.

Perhaps what you feel is 4000 years of human occupation in this spot, where a prehistoric settlement once sat overlooking the Adriatic.

The Ancient Romans built a walled town over the Stone Age site, and while there are no Roman remains present now, you can still make out the walls as you stroll the streets. It’s a must-visit before heading to the beach 380m below.



Camp, Glamp or Van?

Cres’ campsites have wheel appeal

A slow-moving line of RVs sloping down Cres’ one highway like a medieval caravan trail is not an uncommon sight in the summer months; the island is laden with seaside forests that provide the perfect shaded yet coastal environment for some truly excellent camping grounds. Consequently, the island is very popular with mobile-home drivers from northern and Central Europe, who cruise down to campsites that come in a wide variety of prices and sizes, with space for tents.

Top of the lot is Camping Kovacine just outside of Cres old town – you can’t beat it for facilities, location and helpful staff. For something more remote, Camping Baldarin in Pogana, at the southern tip of Cres, is a bucolic spot well worth the drive.

BEST BEACHES IN CRES

Koromačna

This sweeping cove on the east of the island has bright blue waters.

Beli Beach, Beli

This idyllic cove is lined with old fishers’ huts and not much else.

Plaža Sv Ivan, Lubenice

The most incredible beach on the island is worth the hike.

Save the Vultures!

Beli in Cres hosts special guests

The hilltop village of Beli is one of the most remote spots on the island of Cres. But it’s completely worth the slightly hair-raising drive around winding cliff roads to get to, as sandwiched between the excellent rustic guesthouses and restaurants is a very unusual nature sanctuary. The staff at Beli Visitor Centre & Rescue Centre for Griffon Vultures are caring for the last 100 families of said birds left in Croatia, all of whom circle the skies in the Kvarner region.

As well as providing veterinary aid and food for the vultures as and when it’s needed (so don’t expect there to be hundreds in situ when you pop in, it’s very unpredictable), there’s an education space for workshops and a local history museum, too.


UNWIND IN VALUN

It may be a few thousand years younger than Beli and Lubenice, but this quaint fishing village is just as intoxicating, with colourful terraced houses with terracotta roofs rising in waves, hugging the woodland hillside.

Today it might only have a population of 60 or so locals, but the village had important seafaring origins. Its story goes back to the 17th century when the neighbouring folk of (since abandoned) Bućov founded a port and jetty to serve their medieval hamlet.

Valun is a great spot for a swim at the little pebble beach, followed by dining on freshly caught seafood at Konoba Toš, named after the olive-oil press they’ve got on-site.



Cres’ Free-Range Sheep

Probably the best lamb in Croatia

The first thing you notice on disembarking from the ferry that lands in Cres is the sheep, as small flocks show off their wild climbing skills and pop up in gravity-defying hillside spots that you wouldn’t think possible.

These Creska sheep have been running free across the island for centuries, as farmers there maintain the most traditional, hands-off approach to their rearing. But don’t get emotionally attached – these small, woolly mammals are predominantly bred for their meat.

Thanks to their organic upbringing on aromatic grasses and herbs across Cres, local restaurants sell the tastiest lamb available in the country, loved for its leanness and flavours. Prepared in a peka (a wide shallow pot) and served with polenta, it’s the dish to try on Cres, but be sure to contact your chosen konoba (tavern) in advance (Hibernicia in Lubenice or Bistro Melin in Cres Town are top tips) as it takes a few hours to prepare.




Lošinj
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DOLPHIN WATCHING | CHARMING TOWNS | GREEK TREASURE

There is something otherworldly about Lošinj: the warmer microclimate, the healing forests and the iconic but unexpected Ancient Greek treasure in situ makes this island of two towns – Mali Lošinj and Veli Lošinj – feel particularly blessed.

Naturally connected to Cres until the Romans severed the lengthy land bridge in two by building a canal at Osor, Lošinj is the island to head to for some rest and recuperation, with a wellness tourism industry that dates back to the 1880s. And while there are other villages on the island, it’s Mali Lošinj and Veli Lošinj that people gravitate to. The two unfathomably pretty towns appear similar on first glance (particularly in off-season or shoulder-season), with both cute ports lined with colourfully painted buildings. But money has driven a distinction between them as Veli Lošinj retains its old-world charm and Mali Lošinj has been revamped for the very wealthy traveller.
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SIGHTS

1Archaeological Collection of Osor

2Boutique Hotel Alhambra

3Lošinj Museum

4Mali Lošinj

5Museum of Apoxyomenos

6Palača Fritzy

7Susak

8Televrin 155x

9Veli Lošinj

10Villa Elisabeth

ACTIVITIES, courses & Tours

11Lošinj Marine Education Centre

12Sveti Gaudent

Sleeping

13Čikat Campsite

EATING

14Konoba Bonifacic

15Konoba Mandrac

16Restaurant Za Kantuni




GETTING AROUND

Local Arriva buses (arriva.com.hr/en-us) from Cres run through Osor on the way down to Mali Lošinj so you can ask the driver to let you out at Osor if you’re planning to visit. Lošinj isn’t served by public transport so you’ll need a car, moped or taxi to get between Mali Lošinj and Veli Lošinj.
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Visit the tiny island of Susak, a 30-minute ferry ride west of Lošinj, that feels like one big sand dune, its golden shores curtained by swathes of cane grass that cover the 3.8-sq-km area. It’s remote, idyllic and not many folks live there – most of the population emigrated to the USA in the 1940s. It’s known for the jazzy national costume its women wear for feast days and weddings. Recent years have seen creatives put on an art biennial, the Susak Expo, every other May.



The High Life in Mali Lošinj

Luxe old-town makeover

Mali Lošinj is no stranger to international visitors. The town was one of the biggest ports in the Adriatic during medieval times and later, when the island was part of the Habsburg Empire, became favoured by holidaying Austrians who built luxurious villas in neighbouring Čikat. But nowadays, as you stroll along the promenade, the quaint pastel-coloured houses that line the port feel a bit incongruous when summer hits as you’ll see the dock become a fully fledged, jam-packed luxury yacht marina. It’s made visiting during peak season a tall order for the average traveller, as prices soar, and many of the 7000 local residents leave town in favour of renting out their homes via Airbnb.

It’s still a gorgeous place to visit for the day (particularly in shoulder season) to take in the historical sights like the Museum of Apoxyomenos and Palača Fritzy, or even organise a boat tour of the beaches, but consider staying in cheaper Veli Lošinj or the campsite in Čikat.

Veli means ‘big’ but it’s the smaller town, while mali means ‘small’ but the town is bigger. There’s been much development in Mali Lošinj, with foreign investment building a mega-yacht marina andsome very expensive hotels. You’ll find cheaper digs in Veli Lošinj and can easily visit Mali Lošinj from there.


ESSENTIALS FOR DOLPHIN WATCHING
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Barbara Sucich, educator at Lošinj Marine Education Centre.

‘So when you choose a dolphin-watching trip you can ask a few questions. Nobody can guarantee 100% that you will see dolphins, so that’s a sign not to go with them if they do. They’ll be chasing dolphins and that’s not good.

We’re not against companies running dolphin watching. There are quite a few people here in Lošinj who do it – but do it the right way! We print code of conduct leaflets that we give out at the beginning of the summer, recommending boats always approach dolphins sideways, not head on or from the back; keep a minimum distance of 50m; maintain gentle behaviour; turn off the engine when near; and stay no more than 30 minutes with a pod.’



Marvel at Lošinj’s Rare Bronze

A treasure in every way

The undeniable jewel in the crown of Mali Lošinj, the Museum of Apoxyomenos, opened in 2016 to house the most incredible Ancient Greek bronze statue of – you guessed it – Apoxyomenos. The sculpture is one of only five like it in the world and is in mind-bogglingly good condition thanks to being submerged in the seabed just off Lošinj for 2000 years. The museum is a shrine to this bronze marvel, which it had to fight to keep from being gazumped by larger institutions in Zadar and Zagreb, and it’s done a sterling job of telling the astounding story of the discovery, restoration and display of this incredibly rare treasure.

Dolphin Watching Done Right

Croatia’s champs of marine biology

Founded in 1999, the researchers at the Blue World Institute study the bottlenose dolphin population of the Adriatic from three sites, Veli Lošinj, Vis and Murter, using non-invasive photo identification methods, setting the example of ethical ways to interact with our favourite finned mammals.

Since opening the Lošinj Marine Education Centre in Veli Lošinj, the passionate team has run daily dolphin-watching tours at 1pm (spring to autumn) that cruise the east coast of Lošinj to see if any of the 200 local bottlenose are in the mood to socialise.

To find a pod, skippers use binoculars (as the institute does not use tracking devices at all, the dolphins are completely wild) and follow fishers’ trawler ships just as dolphins do. As well as covering your excursion, the fee (€50 for kids and €60 for adults) goes towards supporting the great work of the marine biologists, who also run a turtle rescue centre that’s not open to the public.
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Bottlenose dolphin | goran_safarek/shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT IN LOšINJ

Konoba Mandrac, Veli Lošinj

The excellent new chef serves grilled fish to die for and incredible homemade pljukanci. €€

Restaurant Za Kantuni, Mali Lošinj

A very local Croatian vibe, with delicious, locally sourced fish or lamb dishes. €€

Konoba Bonifacic, Osor

Reserve ahead for one of the seaview tables at this great garden restaurant. €

Forest Bathing in Lošinj’s Woodlands

Come clear your lungs

The ‘Island of Vitality’, as Lošinj is nicknamed, has been a wellness destination for over 100 years, with the first Habsburg-era health resorts built on the island in the 1880s. But something new is brewing on the island with all the gifts; the Japanese originating therapy shinrin-yoku, which literally translates as forest bathing, is proven to rejuvenate the immune system and lower blood pressure, reducing stress and promoting relaxation. And with the dense pine forests across Lošinj, the island couldn’t be a better place for it. Qualified therapists are now offering forest bathing sessions as part of their health programs at Boutique Hotel Alhambra and Villa Elizabeth, so book in and give it a go, the woods are calling!

Osor – the Gateway to Lošinj

Venture beyond Mali and Veli

Osor is a fascinating town, spanning both sides of the Ancient Roman canal that now separates Cres and Lošinj. Its charming paved streets boast 4000 years of history, much of which is still being unearthed in one of the area’s archaeological projects.

Now with approximately 100 local residents, Osor was once a bustling ancient metropolis with a population of 20,000 – and though it’s hard to imagine today, there’s some modern technology to help you thanks to the Archaeological Collection of Osor, who’ve produced a virtual-reality walking tour of the town. It takes you on an hour-long walk that includes 11 stops where VR glasses show you Osor as it would have been in ancient times.

The climate in spring or late autumn is ideal for taking the 6km hike west from Osor old town along a well-trodden path that leads up to Sveti Gaudent, which is 274m up Lošinj’s Mt Osorščica. There’s a great cabin at this point where the most resplendent views and tasty beers are provided, as well as a bed for the night if you book ahead by calling ([image: ]098 424 137 or 098 278 950). The highest point on Mt Osorščica, Televrin, is only another 4km further, though the steep incline up to 588m makes for a moderately challenging hike. But the views spanning both coasts of the thin island are worth it if you can manage it.


LEARN LOCAL LOšINJ HISTORIES
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Nikola Andrijčić, curator at the Museum of Apoxyomenos.

Palača Fritzy

You must check out it out. It gives a good idea of the history of this area.

Our Lady of the Angels

Also in Veli Lošinj there’s a big baroque church ‘Our Lady of the Angels’ full of frescoes. It’s the most culturally rich church in the whole of the Kvarner area. Just nearby the church there’s a very small museum in a 600-year-old Venetian tower, explaining the maritime history of this area.

Church of St Martin

This church was built for the patron saint of Mali Lošinj in 1450. It’s a place where you can learn the history of Lošinj. The priests who once served in this church were Glagolitic.



BEST SWIMMING SPOTS ON LOšINJ

Veli Žal

An unmissable alcoved pebble beach, dotted with great restaurants, sunbeds and shower facilities.

Plaža Vale Škura

A wild rocky cove with jaw-dropping blue water, but have your swimming shoes at the ready.

Plaža Plieski

When you reach this slice of heaven you’ll be glad you made the effort.




Rab Island


[image: jpg]

SANDY BEACHES | CULTURE & HISTORY | FAB FESTIVITIES

A small but mighty island, it’s very easy to see why Rab is such a popular tourist destination, with more sandy beaches than anywhere else in the Adriatic, lush and gorgeous green hillsides that make for easy biking or hiking trails, and towns and villages that are absolutely steeped in history. Convenience might also have something to do with it; Rab is a very short (12 minutes on a good day) ferry ride from Stinica on mainland Croatia and the service goes back and forth hourly between there and Mišnjak on Rab. You can also take the ferry from Krk or Pag, departing once a day in each direction.

The walled old town is one of the finest in the whole country and there are so many festivals, sports events and cultural celebrations to get stuck into, one visit here really isn’t enough.
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GETTING AROUND

If you’re taking the ferry to Rab from Krk or Rijeka you’ll arrive at Lopar bus station. From here, Arriva runs seven services a day down to Rab old town, a 15-minute ride away (www.arriva.com.hr/en-us/bus-lopar-rab). Beyond that you’re best off renting a moped or car to explore the island.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Plan your visit around the top festivities such as the summer carnival, Easter or Christmas – you won’t be disappointed.



Dive in to Rab’s Rich Cultural History

Much more than sandy beaches

For an island so small, Rab’s agenda is packed with cultural tradition. Off-season travellers will be rewarded at Lopar Carnival, usually held in February. It might not be as large-scale as Rijeka’s but the locals certainly give it a shot – wearing very quirky klobuk hats and masks as they loop their local neighbourhood singing traditional songs and getting pretty merry on the grappa and beers.

If you can time your summer visit around Rabska Fjera, you won’t regret it; the Rab Fair is the oldest and largest medieval summer festival in Croatia – established in 1364 if you can believe it. It takes place over the feast days of St James, St Anne and St Christopher (25, 26 and 27 July). During the festival, the entire town goes back in time to the Middle Ages, complete with a food market selling fried šulčići in the impromptu fishing village knocked together on the beach.

Easter is marked here with a cross paraded through the old town, and the Advent Christmas festival is a fairylit beauty, but no matter the month you visit be sure to keep your eyes peeled for klapa a capella singers; their style and songs are specific to Rab and are rather haunting.

In local slang dialect ‘Kanata’ is exclaimed when a job is done, so the end of every tourist season on Rab is marked by Kanata, a food-festival-meets-culinary-competition. Visitors can meet some local organic food producers who brew brudet fish stew in Municipium Arba Sq in Rab old town and see whose is the best of the year.


EVER BEEN TO SAN MARINO?

One of the smallest and richest countries in the world (by GDP), San Marino, a sovereign country within northern Italy, was founded by a stonemason from Rab, St Marinus in 301 CE.

The Christian artisan was on the run from Roman Emperor Diocletian (who was very into slaughtering the followers of Christ) and fled to Rimini. There, the local bishop ordained Marinus, who became a deacon and went to live as a hermit on Monte Titano, the highest point in San Marino.

The chapel and monastery he built there is considered the foundation of the oldest sovereign state and constitutional republic on Earth. Wild.



BEST BEACHES ON RAB ISLAND

Sahara Beach

This gorgeous sandy beach is as wild and untouched as they come on Rab.

Padova III Beach

A sprawling pebble and sandy beach in the Banjol resort, near Rab old town.

Kozica Beach

Another wild and remote beach with truly breathtaking waters.





Northern Dalmatia
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MOUNTAINS TO ISLANDS AND BACK AGAIN

World-famous lakes, a sailing scene that glides ahead anywhere else in the country and some of the earliest Croatian settlements; it’s nature, history and activities galore in northern Dalmatia.
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Plitvice Lakes National Park | Photographer in Spain/shutterstock ©

Of all Dalmatia’s corners, the northern region has got it all. It’s home to dazzling ancient cities and medieval towns. You can roam five of Croatia’s eight national parks, including gargantuan rugged mountain ranges and waterfall-laden turquoise oases. There are islands for days of exploration and leisure, with some of the most beautiful islet coves around.

Yet, weirdly, the north of Dalmatia is much less busy than its southern counterparts, with coach tours wheeling through to the lakes but not stopping for long. So really, these treasures are yours for the taking.
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Sheep cheese from Pag island | inavanhateren/shutterstock ©

It’s also the home of the first real Croatian settlements, where 9th-century kings were crowned and the earliest Croatian culture prospered before the onset of the Venetian invasion. Zadar’s Ancient Roman streets are thriving and full of cultural activities booked for the local community who still live in its old town and vicinity, plus it has a sailing and yachting industry that’s undeniably the best in the country these days.

Renaissance marvel Šibenik is so underrated it’s criminal, with one of the best Michelin-starred restaurants in the country and a stunning Gothic cathedral, yet it’s still an under-the-radar destination.

Between them sits the illustrious national parks Plitvice, whose lakes are Croatia’s second-most visited attraction, as well as Krka and Paklenica, all of which deserve your time.

So what are you waiting for?


THE MAIN AREAS

Zadar

Roman ruins and sailing for days. 

Paklenica National Park

Trekkers’ paradise. 

Pag

Cheese, lace and nightclubs.

Plitvice Lakes National Park & Lika

The most stunning lakes in Europe.

Šibenik

Renaissance gem finally getting some love.

Krka National Park

Waterfalls, monasteries, Roman ruins and more.



Find Your Way

The Velebit mountains dissect northern Dalmatia; green, rustic Lika is to their north and the coastal flats of Zadar and myriad islands are to their south. Finally, the mountains meet Šibenik-Knin County and Krka National Park.
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Plan Your Time

There are countless trips you could take in northern Dalmatia, from a rural retreat in Lika and hiking in Plitvice Lakes National Park to a summer sailing adventure from Zadar or autumn relaxation on the Šibenik coast.
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Krka National Park | DaLiu/shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

• If you only have a weekend to plan then let’s be honest, you’re going to Plitvice Lakes National Park to see the infamous lakes and 16 jaw-dropping waterfalls that rush between them.

• After the park, stay in a treehouse or eco-property nearby or head to a heritage hotel in Šibenik, a couple of hours’ drive further south.

• Enjoy the following day moseying the sublime streets of Šibenik’s old town, taking in the most magnificent cathedral architecture in Croatia before ending with a trip to Krka National Park the following morning – loop the Skradinski Buk waterfall and you’ve seen the best of Croatia’s natural wonders.




A Week to Spare

• Zadar is the perfect base for a week in the region. After a couple of days enjoying the ancient metropolis’ history, gastronomy and live music, you’ll be ready to explore further afield.

• The delightful town of Nin, home to the first Croat kings, is full of the oldest Croatian culture and its adjacent beaches and medicinal mud cove tick the boxes for frolicking in nature.

• A day in Pag is a must for wine and cheese lovers, then spend the rest of your time exploring the islands; Ugljan is easy to reach by ferry from Zadar and is full of excellent cycle routes, beaches and restaurants.




Make a Summer of It

• If you’re in slow travel mode and can take an apartment for a few weeks or more, look at rentals in Šibenik. It’s a serene, seaside city with a stunning Renaissance old town, incredible food and an authentic local feel as it’s yet to register on the mass tourist trail. Consequently, accommodation is much more reasonably priced than in its Dalmatian coastal counterparts.

• As it’s also very centrally located, you can easily explore Plitvice Lakes National Park, Krka National Park, or the pedestrianised island of Zlarin. That is if you can tear yourself away from Šibenik’s neighbouring beaches.



Seasonal highlights

Spring hiking, cycling holidays, summer sailing and autumn spent adventuring around the turquoise-green waters of the lakes and waterfalls. It all sounds heavenly.

APRIL

Easter traditions galore and the best temperatures for cycling, horse riding and outdoor adventure trips.
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MAY

The ideal time for hiking the Velebit Mountains in Paklenica National Park or cycling on Ugljan.
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JUNE

Beat the rush and take your sailing trips early in the season, before temperatures soar.
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JULY

Summer brings festivities – expect food, fun and performances galore in the magnificent Roman Forum of Zadar.
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AUGUST

The annual Light is Life Festival in Šibenik shines on 28 August to celebrate the early adoption of AC current.
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SEPTEMBER

Krka and Plitvice Lakes National Parks are truly sights to be seen as autumn colours set in.
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DECEMBER

With Christmas comes traditional Advent markets and the cities of Zadar and Šibenik both go all out.
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Zadar
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ROMAN HISTORY | SUPERB SAILING | AMAZING CUISINE

One of Zadar’s biggest fans, director Alfred Hitchcock, wrote in his old town hotel’s guest book that the city had the best sunsets he’d ever seen. Evening after evening the waterfront of the ancient city dazzles visitors and locals with its deep reds, pinks and purples that you just won’t find anywhere else in Croatia.

The biggest draw of Zadar, though, is its magnificent Roman old town, which is still populated by a bustling community of locals not yet pushed out by the throes of mass tourism. Browse the markets, enjoy the coffee shops and dance the nights away in the park-based nightclub and you’ll be in the minority as a visitor.

With a nascent gastronomy scene, nature galore at your fingertips and sailing companies just waiting to whisk you away to the glorious islands of the straits, you’ll only wonder why you didn’t visit Zadar sooner.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Archaeological Museum of Zadar

2Sea Organ

SIGHTS

3Vladimir Nazor Park

4Queen Jelena Madijevka Park

5Roman Forum

EATING

6Foša

7Kastel

8The Botanist

Nightlife

9Ledana Lounge Bar & Club

shopping

10Galeria Sv Petar

11Market Zadar




GETTING AROUND

From Zadar’s airport or bus station, you can easily catch local buses (or use cheap taxi apps) to the old town where you are likely to be staying. The old town is fully pedestrianised.



Soak in Zadar’s Rich History

One vibrant, ancient, modern city

While the Zadar region is probably most famous these days as the sailing hub of Croatia (more of that in our Beyond Zadar section), this ancient city is well worth your time and attention before you ship out. Zadar’s got charm by the bucketload for those willing to keep their eyes peeled for it.

The old town is an absolute treasure trove of living history; where else are you going to find a cafe bar in an 11th-century church, a bank in a medieval church and a tiny Romanesque church that now serves as souvenir shop Galeria Sv Petar with gorgeous bits by local artisans?

What’s left of antique Zadar – 80% of it was flattened in WWII – is meticulously preserved. Consequently, stunning 1970s modernist architecture at the Archaeological Museum of Zadar overlooks the 2000-year-old Roman Forum – the best preserved in the country – which neighbours the 21st-century creative masterpiece, the Sea Organ. It’s actually one of the oldest cities in the Adriatic, founded in 1000 BCE by the Illryians, who made the early metropolis the capital of their Liburnia region stretching up across Kvarner Bay to the north and encompassing those northern islands.

With 300 islands protecting the city to its south and the Velebit mountain range defending the north, it was the envy of the Romans, who conquered Zadar in the 1st century BCE and really went to town, constructing salt pans around the lagoons to the north and making the city very wealthy indeed from the proceeds – so much so that only the upper echelons of Roman society and military could live here. Hence, the extremely rare forum, with multiple shop sizes, two floors and a gallery; a Roman mall if you will.


PARK LIFE IN ZADAR
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Šime Botica, tour guide (art-and-nature-travel.com).

Zadar is the greenest city on the coast. It’s such an enjoyable city to live in, partly thanks to its large parks.

Queen Jelena Madijevka Park

The first, Queen Jelena Madijevka Park, opened in 1829. There’s a bar and nightclub there called Ledana, which means ‘ice land’ because historically the space was used by the rich to store ice.

Vladimir Nazor Park

Nearby is an even bigger park, Vladimir Nazor, and you see a lot of locals with their dogs; you get a sense of the local community there.

City Walls

Finally, our city walls from the 16th century have small green areas and benches to sit and chill. A spot not to miss.



WHERE TO STAY IN ZADAR

Almayer Art & Heritage Hotel

A gorgeous four-star in a heritage building at the end of the old town’s peninsula. €€

Hotel Bastion

Relax at its excellent spa or leafy terrace, with views of the marina below. €€

Teatro Verdi Boutique Hotel

This minimalist modern stay is intimate and comfortable, in the heart of the old town. €€

The Sea Organ is More than Just Noise

The art of regeneration

Watching the sunset as the hypnotic tones from the sea and a spectrum of colours twinkle under your feet has become the blissed-out evening event synonymous with a trip to Zadar. Embedded in the northwestern corner of the old town peninsula are the Sea Organ (2005) and Greeting to the Sun (2008), two much-loved sculptural installations by the brilliant Croatian architect Nikola Bašić.

These sculptures don’t only serve as beautiful decoration for a serene spot – they also mean a lot to Zadar locals. Before their creation, the promenade area here had fallen on bad times, having been bombed during WWII and again in the Homeland War of the 1990s, leaving it in a dilapidated state for generations. Aiming to regenerate the waterfront, the city put out a tender for a sculpture and Bašić’s beautiful concept of an organ played by the sea not only won the contract but in 2006 was awarded installation of the year by Barcelona Institute of Architecture.

Summer sees Zadar University students relaxing here between lectures alongside sunbathing and swimming tourists, so his hopes to bring life here have been a melodic success.


TASTE OF ZADAR

Saša Began, head chef at Foša Restaurant.

The star of the Zadar region and our restaurant is the produce. We have truffles, saffron and very good-quality Adriatic fish. We don’t overcomplicate things. In my master-classes I explain that we try to use every part of the fish; fish is not only the fillet.

I’ve been head chef at Foša since 2016 and I’ve seen a lot of changes in the food scene in the city and the whole of Croatia. We’re learning from international guest chefs and sharing what we know inter-nationally. We are very proud of the Zadar region.



Zadar Flavours Will Knock You Out

Fine-dining seafood hub

Delicious cuisine has always been a Zadar selling point thanks to the city’s unique mare monte position, between the sea and the mountains of Velebit. But now with two Michelin-recommended restaurants and myriad mind-blowing seafood konobas, Zadar is finally getting the recognition it deserves as a culinary hot spot.

Head to the open-air food market, which plays a core role in the city’s identity, and if you’re lucky, catch one of the increasing range of food festivals held here, such as the Tuna, Sushi, Wine Festival in April or September’s Street Food Festival.

WHERE TO DINE IN ZADAR

Foša

Award-winning chef Saša Began insists the local produce is the star of this revered restaurant. €€€

Kaštel

Named after the 13th-century castle it sits within, order for the exceptional seafood or local lamb. €€€

The Botanist

Zadar’s plant-based restaurant takes a fine-dining approach to vegan Dalmatian cuisine, every plate artfully presented. €€



STROLLING ZADAR’S OLD TOWN
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Whether you’re dropped into Zadar’s old town by bus or taxi, you’re most likely to enter from the New Gate on the eastern side of the peninsula, where marble-paved streets lead you to 1 Narodni Square, a great place to start our walking tour, lined with magnificent buildings. Look for hidden 2 St Lawrence Church in Lovre Caffe, an 11th-century ruin that the cafe uses as an events space, but which really sets the scene for the multilayered history of this city.

Walk along Široka St to the wonderful medieval 3 St Donat’s Church and catch your first glimpse of St Anastasia’s Bell Tower before dropping into 4 Archaeological Museum of Zadar to see the incredible collection of local antiquities. Walk through the 5 Roman Forum outside the museum and on its furthest reaches you’ll find the 6 Pillar of Shame & Roman Temple Ruins, with faces of three gods who are all that remain.

Cut across the grass to 7 Zadar Promenade and take in the sea air, strolling along to the 8 Sea Organ and listen to the waves’ tones before crossing the 9 Greeting to the Sun. If you’re here at midday be sure to return to this spot for sunset.

Circle back into the city centre for a scoop at 10 Slasticarna Donat Ice Cream, the best in the city, then check out 11 St Anastasia’s Church & Bell Tower, ascending the tower for views of the city if you have time. If you don’t, head a few blocks north to the 12 City Walls Entrance and do the free City Walls walk for stunning views of Jazine harbour below. End at 13 Queen Jelena Madijevka Park and rest on a park bench.






Beyond Zadar


[image: jpg]

Sprawling islands with azure coves in one direction and captivating ancient towns in the other, backdropped by Croatia’s stunning Velebit mountain range.


Zadar’s strategic importance throughout the millennia owes everything to its geography. The lengthy islands to the south served as a defensive barrier between the city and the open seas, while the inland flats between the coast and the Velebit mountains provided salt pans and safe corners for settlements that became very early hubs of Christianity.

Impressively, all of these cultural elements are still very much alive 2000 years later, so stretch your sea legs (or just land legs) beyond the city to embrace the fresh salty bura (cold northeasterly winds), Romanesque architecture and stunning natural views on every corner that make this region very much worth exploring further than its city hub.


GETTING AROUND

National ferry company Jadrolinija serves the islands from Zadar’s Gaženica port, where larger vessels for cars, motorbikes and mopeds depart hourly during peak season for Ugljan, Dugi Otok and beyond. Foot passengers can take the Jadrolinija catamaran from Zadar’s old town port to Ugljan. Check jadrolinija.hr/en for times, which vary from season to season. The Nin hinterland is served by local bus company Liburnia (liburnija-zadar.hr), but the service, which departs from Zadar coach station, is rather irregular, so rent a moped or car if you can.



Sail Away with Me

Dalmatian maritime highlights

Zadar has a long history of sailing, whether it be mercantile or naval, but the boom in nautical tourism that has made the region and its stunning islands a popular hot spot for pleasure cruising has really taken off in the past five years.

Local skippers lead spacious sailboats for first-timers to join, usually sailing through the channels, stopping at a couple of islands to swim or paddle board in the serene aquamarine waters.

The most popular options are undoubtedly the private day trips to Dugi Otok, Ugljan and the nearby Uvala Frnaza bay – one of the most spectacular corners of the region. Most first-time visitors go for day sailing tours, but there are also chartered sailing companies that run week-long trips, renting ships with or without crews.

A longer trip like this gives you time to reach the Kornati Islands, a gorgeous archipelago that is also a designated national park of Croatia. It’s further-flung from Zadar and so best experienced on an overnight voyage or by day trip from Šibenik.

If you’ve got time to dock in Dugi Otok, Sali is a delightful town; its little harbour fills up with passenger boats and yachts in the summer and its rustic restaurants get pretty busy, but be sure to also check out its heartwarmingly tiny public library.


TOP TIP

The islands beyond Zadar are fantastic for cycling trips during spring and autumn, before or after the heat of summer.



The Ancient Knights of Nin

Tiny town awash with history

Croats first arrived in Nin in the 8th century, led by Višeslav, a local duke who ruled from 785 CE. Historians consider the first-ever Croatian state community to have begun with these dukes, but it was Tomislav I, Nin’s ruler from 925 CE, who was first officially acknowledged as King in a letter from the Vatican. This was perhaps a nod to the area’s commitment to Christianity, Nin being the seat of the first-ever Croatian bishop.

The heyday of this early Croatia lasted from the 8th to the 13th century, and the dukes, kings and bishops of Nin played a huge part in forming Croatian identity as it is perceived today. As a result, you’ll see a lot of local tourists and school trips in the tiny peninsula town, here to marvel at the ancient churches.

St Nicholas Church, a magnificent medieval structure up on the hill as you approach Nin, has stood for 900 years and is much revered as the place where the first Croatian kings were crowned. Sadly, the doors are locked, so you can’t go in, but it’s still impressive from the exterior.

The 9th-century Church of the Holy Cross is another valuable monument of early Croatian architecture and is one of Nin’s symbols, still standing in its original state. The bishops of Nin were strong advocates for the Glagolitic alphabet and there are monuments around the town with the script on to commemorate it, but to get a real sense of those early Croat days, pop into the Museum of Nin Antiquities, whose collection brings it all to life.


RUNNING A TIGHT SHIP
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Anna Kostov, co-owner of Zadar Adventure (zadarsup.com/adventure).

I’ve been sailing all my life; my dad had a boat and my brother is an Olympian sailor, so I really grew up on boats. The most beautiful thing about taking a sailing tour around the islands in the Zadar region, like Ugljan, Dugi Otok and the Kornati, is that their beaches and coves are hidden gems you couldn’t get to any other way. The water is so incredible, it’s a special experience swimming out there.

We also have many regattas that people come from around the world to compete in – you have to understand the local weather but there are many alcoves to rest in.



TOP SAILIING COMPANIES IN ZADAR

Marlin Sailing

Veterans of the scene, Marlin offers sailing tours as well as a sailing school (marlin-sailing.com).

Zadar Adventure Sailing

Join Anna on her sailing boats to beat the crowds to the best swimming spots (zadarsup.com/adventure).

Red Sails Boat Rentals Zadar

This company has a small fleet of speedboats that you can rent at reasonable rates (boatrentalzadar.com).


MEGA MUD BATHING

Nin’s old town juts out into a lagoon, flanked by ancient salt pans to its north and sandy beaches to its south.

The views from Queen’s Beach are magnificent, with the Velebit mountain range on the opposite side of its shores.

It’s the mud bathing that’s particularly notable here though; at the south of the beach a small pool separated from the lagoon by dunes contains mud that’s been used medicinally for generations, and known officially as thalassotherapy.

You’ll have to come in the summer when the waters are low enough to scoop the mud to cover your body before sunbathing on the beach, absorbing its rich minerals and finally washing it off in the sea.
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Paklenica National Park
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NATURAL WILDERNESS | MOUNTAIN HIKES | SCENIC VIEWS

This national park is arguably the country’s wildest (rivalled only by Risjnak), and at a grand size of 95 sq km sprawls across the two counties of Zadar and Lika-Senj. The essence of the park is the majestic Velebit mountain range that runs through the length of it.

The highest peaks that the brave conquer are Vaganski vrh at 1757m and Sveto Brdo just ever so slightly lower in height at 1753m. It’s beyond scenic and is beloved by hikers and mountain climbers alike, but take heed of the double terrain and research your route before setting out; the southern, sea-facing side of the mountains is a difficult undertaking on foot and certainly best guided through by a professional if you’re not a seasoned trekker. The northern Lika side of the range is softer underfoot, with grass and mossy ground.
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GETTING AROUND

Public transport is pretty limited in this area, linking Zadar up to Gospić or down to Šibenik but with not much in-between. Renting a car or employing a local trekking guide is your best bet for getting around and getting the best out of the Paklenica region.




TREKKING TIPS

Dragan Jurjević, Hike Leader (facebook.com/hikingadventurecroatia).

My favourite thing to do while trekking here is speak with the mountain villagers – they’re so funny, they know everything about the area and they share their wisdom.

The thing I love the most about being up in the mountains or in the Paklenica Canyon is that you have no phone reception, you’re out of range for 24 or 48 hours. It’s so peaceful.

To get used to hiking, practise walking with 4kg in a backpack, as you’ll need to make sure you’re carrying 2L or 3L of water per person with you. Also make sure you have a hiking app with offline maps you can save to your phone.



Mountaineering in Paklenica

Not all heroes wear capes

Down a quiet backstreet in Zadar’s old town you can find the clubhouse of the Mountaineering Association Paklenica. Established in 1899, the group of 700 volunteers take care of 180km of paths in the mighty Paklenica National Park, one of the most vastly mountainous areas in the country. Members of the association also lead hikes and climbs, and serve as mountain rescue.

South Velebit is especially rocky and has no shade, so it gets very hot indeed. The top of the peaks are quite dangerous due to a mix of two microclimates; the meeting of the hot south side and the cooler, greener Lika side creates high pressure at the top in the middle. As a visiting hiker, you need to do your prep, no matter how experienced a trekker you are, and it’s crucial to have the correct gear and know where the water sources are.

Failing that, go with one of the veteran guides from the mountaineering association, most of whom run hiking tours in their spare time and are happy to lead beginners to experience the beauty of the Velebit range. Try the guides from Magic Croatia (magic-croatia.hr) or Hiking Adventure Croatia (facebook.com/hikingadventurecroatia) and be safely led through the picturesque Paklenica Canyon and UNESCO-protected beech forests for sweeping mountain views.

WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND PAKLENICA NATIONAL PARK

Mountaineers Huts

Croatian or international mountaineers get discounts at these handy abodes across the park’s mountains. €

Rural Tourism Stara Lika

Surrounded by forest while having installed all modern comforts, the gazebos are particularly special. €€

Holiday House Musaluk

With a gorgeous view of the Velebit mountains and tame deer who’ll eat out of your hand. €€
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Pag
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TASTY FOOD | PARTY CULTURE | LOCAL CRAFTS

A long, thin island that nuzzles the Croatian mainland, Pag is wild in more ways than one. The 60km stretch from northwest to southeast is mostly tough, rocky terrain, whipped by the infamous Adriatic north-northeasterly winds known as bura, which give Wuthering Heights vibes to much of the island.

It’s this bura that makes for such great food produce; the flavour of lamb, the most popular dish here, is said to be enhanced by the sea winds, as is the sheep’s milk and, consequently, the famous Pag cheese. Whether you love hard cheese or sheep ricotta, the produce here is both tasty and healthy, with lots of omega oils and vitamins.

The beaches, nightlife and EDM festivals of Novalja, however, are another kind of wild altogether. Welcome to party central. It’s easy enough to avoid and nowhere near the beautiful Pag old town or rural cheese factories you’re likely to visit. So which wild to go for? The choice is yours.
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GETTING AROUND

A daily Jadrolinija (jadrolinija.hr) catamaran connects Novalja to Rab (55 minutes) and Rijeka (2¾ hours). Jadrolinija car ferries also link Žigljen on Pag’s northeast coast to Prizna on the mainland (15 minutes); these run roughly every 90 minutes, increasing to hourly in July and August.

Buses connect Novalja and Pag Town year-round with Zadar and three to 11 buses a day make the 40-minute trip between Pag Town and Novalja.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Buy your Pag lace here as you won’t find it anywhere else in Croatia. It’s one of the country’s finest crafts; the intricacy of design and skill to craft these pieces, such as table runners, place mats or decorative hangings for your wall, makes them truly unable to be replicated.



There’s More to Pag than Partying

Reams of culture in Pag

Zrće Beach, near Novalja in Pag’s most northwestern corner, has become known as the Ibiza of Croatia. Young ravers flock to nightclubs like Cocomo and Euphoria almost year-round, and huge summer festivals like Hideout bring a very rowdy crowd in. That side of town is very easy to skip, though, so don’t miss Pag just because partying is not your thing – the island’s got another side to it with reams of cultural and gastronomic heritage.

For a start, Pag’s old town is renowned for its skilled lacemakers, who can whip up the most incredible and intricate designs you’ve ever seen. Elderly women sit on their porches needling Paška čipka, as Pag’s lace called in Croatian, a skill first fostered by nuns at at the Benedictine Monastery of St Margherita in the 16th century. You can visit their convent today and taste their delicious baked goods, as well as view their lacework and others’ in the Pag Lace Gallery.

Today, lacemaking has a new champion. The Association of Pag Lacemakers’ ‘Frane Budak’ was founded in 1997 to promote and preserve the making of Pag lace to a younger generation – so this fascinating skill is by no means dying out, even if most lacemakers you will see on the street may be getting on in years.

After you’ve wandered the cobbled streets of the old town and its port, visit one of Pag’s cheese factories and go on a tasting tour. Award-winning Gligora Cheese is top of the range and their staff will also show you the factory, explain the cheesemaking process and give you different ages of cheese to sample, which, much like wine, gets stronger and more expensive with age.


CHEESE SECRETS
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Antonia Vrkiç, cheese expert and vendor at Gligora Cheese (gligora.com).

My family used to have 60 sheep; my grandparents kept them.

On Pag the sheep have a good life; they are left alone to roam freely most of the year and are only milked from January to May. Their milk is full of flavour as the bura wind blows very strongly across Pag – it comes straight over the sea to the island, which makes the grass, rosemary and sage all taste saltier. So when the Pag sheep eat all this greenery it makes their milk taste better and we use that to make the cheese.

The older generation particularly love the harder one-year-old cheese, which is almost like Grana Padano and really strong in flavour.






Plitvice Lakes National Park & Lika
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WATERFALLS & LAKES | WILD NATURE | OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES

The lush green Lika region is one of Croatia’s oft-overlooked corners and therein lies its charm. Aside from the famous Plitvice Lakes, Lika is still very much off the beaten path, with only the most dedicated hikers and ramblers stopping off to connect with the wilds of Croatian nature.

Most visitors stop at Plitvice on a day trip from Zagreb or Zadar, on coach tours or one of the public buses, and some culture vultures swing by inventor Nikola Tesla’s hometown, Smiljan, where his family home now houses a museum. But stay a few nights in the nature-rich region and you’ll find a lot more to explore.

From rafting or canoeing on the Gacka River, horse riding or cycling along the country roads with the Velebit mountains in view, or even spelunking in the Grabovača cave complex near Perušić, there are heaps of activities to get stuck into, before or after you visit Croatia’s famous turquoise lakes.
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GETTING AROUND

It is about two to three hours by bus from either Zagreb or Zadar, depending on the route it takes. It can be quicker by car (about two hours) and there is parking at the park’s entrances.
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You won’t see any brown bears in Plitvice Lakes National Park as they live kilometres north of the lake. Ifyou do want to visit some of Europe’s largest animals, the team at Kuterevo Bear Sanctuary give refuge to young orphaned cubs who are endangered due to hunting, which is sadly still legal in Croatia.



Loving Lakes at Plitvice Lakes National Park

Croatia’s busiest park is a true wonder of nature

The country’s oldest national park and absolutely its most popular with more than a million visitors every year, Plitvice is an arcadian paradise – if you go off-peak or in shoulder season, that is. It gets busy here all summer for a reason, though: the 16 aquamarine, dazzling lakes are stunning as is, but the interconnecting waterfalls – one of which, Veliki Slap, is Croatia’s highest at 62m tall – are truly an ethereal sight. Calcium carbonate in the rushing waters and the bed of tufa karst underneath make this unforgettable spectrum of turquoise blues and greens that truly make your jaw drop.

The lakes make up less than 1% of the total park area, which is home to brown bears (don’t worry, you’re unlikely to see one), over 300 species of butterflies, 150 different breeds of birds and 1200 plant varieties. Exploring the shores of these lakes on foot takes six hours, but if that sounds like too much trekking you can shave off a couple of hours by taking the park’s free electric boats and connecting buses; both services leave every half hour from April through October.

If you’re in a rush and just in the park for half a day, prioritise the lower lakes canyon, known as Route A, which gets you to Veliki Slap aka ‘the Great Waterfall’. This must be seen from above, but you’ll also get views from below as you take a loop of the boardwalks through the lakes and beside the waterfall. There are seven different trails of differing lengths which you can check out in advance on the park’s website (np-plitvicka-jezera.hr/en/plan-your-visit/istrazite-jezera/activities/lake-tour-programmes).


LIKA’S BOOMING GREEN SCENE

From ecotourism to local green initiatives, Lika is blossoming and just waiting for nature lovers to catch on. It’s by no means a new thing: for 20 years GTF Initiative for Sustainable Growth has run an annual permaculture project every June with volunteers of all ages coming together to work on vegetable gardens in Perušić.

The tourism industry has certainly cottoned on and got behind it in recent years with new eco-minded accommodation popping up.

Spots like Linden Tree Retreat & Ranch near Gospić offer tepees or wooden chalets in the thick of the forest; while Tree House Lika 1 in Raduč offers, well, a tree house.



INTERESTING STAYS IN THE PLITVICE AREA

Plitvice Holiday Resort

This resort has super-fun tree houses that circle a little lake of their own. €€

Camping Korana

A campervan park and campsite with cute bungalows, right in the thick of the park. €€

Bears Log

A bona fide log cabin full of rustic charm, with a Jacuzzi to rest in post-lakes. €€€




Šibenik
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ARCHITECTURAL GEMS | BEACH LIFE | SPECTACULAR FESTIVAL

Charming Šibenik has a population of 34,000 locals and lacks the intense crowds of its Dalmatian coastal counterpart cities. Consequently, in addition to the idyllic beauty of its medieval architecture, there’s still the normalcy of everyday life here, with a lighter vibe in the air complementing the fresh sea breeze.

Unlike many other Dalmatian coastal communities, Šibenik was not a Greek or Roman settlement but was strategically founded by Croatian king Petar Krešimir IV in the 11th century, who selected the site for its defensive position, nestled in a sea inlet between Zadar and Split. The tiny city certainly shares similarities with its neighbours as a successful maritime trading hub in the Middle Ages that was conquered by the Venetian Republic.

Today, its gorgeous Renaissance architecture and the marbled paved streets in the old town centre transport visitors to these bygone eras, while its delectable gastronomy scene and lively festivals ground it very firmly in the 21st century.
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GETTING AROUND

Šibenik bus station is close to the old town with a regular bus service plus bus connections that can get you to the main cities and towns such as Split in 1½ hours, Zadar in 1½ hours and Dubrovnik in 6½ hours.
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Don’t be fooled by your maps app – there are a lot of stairs in Šibenik’s old town centre. It’s a walkable little city though, and once in town there’s no need for transport, as the bus station is just a few minutes’ walk away, right on the seafront.



Architecture So Fine

Unsung gem of Dalmatia

From the Riva, Šibenik’s seaside promenade, stairs sweep up to one of the undisputed jewels of Dalmatian architecture, St James Cathedral. The masterpiece by Zadar designer Juraj Dalmatinac, who was brought into the construction project in 1441 after 10 years of failed attempts by other builders, is a jaw-dropping marvel of bright white stone mined entirely from the neighbouring islands of Brač and Korčula.

Now a UNESCO World Heritage Site, you’ll see a montage of architectural styles from different eras, with both Gothic and Renaissance features piled on top of one another like a layer cake by the time the cathedral was finally completed in 1536. Its most fascinating feature is the frieze of 71 heads that line the outer walls at the city end of the building. The portraits pull all manner of funny faces, from the hilarious to downright scary, all caricatures of 15th-century locals.

Beyond the cathedral, the compact centre is home to 22 elegant churches – the St Lawrence Church & Monastery is an unmissable one with a very Zen garden in its churchyard.

It’s St Michael’s Fortress you’ll want to make your way to before leaving though; Šibenik’s thin alleys and passageways all flow up towards the peak of this majestic hilltop stronghold. Destroyed and rebuilt numerous times over the centuries, the citadel was first recorded as a church in 1066 and is now home to an open-air auditorium where Bryan Ferry, Róisín Murphy and The National have all performed in recent years.

WHERE TO STAY IN ŠIBENIK

Bellevue Hotel

Incredibly well situated near the old town and worth the extra for a sea-view room. €€

Heritage Hotel Life Palace

A charming stay in a restored Renaissance palace, right in the middle of the old town. €€

Armerun Heritage Hotel & Residences

Šibenik’s leading boutique hotel, tucked away at the north end of the Riva. €€€


WHY I LOVE ŠIBENIK
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Lucie Grace, writer

I fell in love with Šibenik at first sight, arriving one summer evening a few years back and catching a glorious violet and flaming orange sunset across St Anthony’s channel, before wandering its lamplit Renaissance streets at dusk.

It’s one of the rare Croatian coastal cities where mass tourism hasn’t caught on yet and cruise liners don’t pull up daily, so I go for the tranquillity, the architecture, the incredible restaurants, but most of all the proximity to nature. With lapping beaches in every direction and Krka National Park just up the road, I get all my fixes in Šibenik and can’t recommend it highly enough.



WHERE TO EAT IN ŠIBENIK

Pelegrini

A life-affirming tasting menu of modern twists on Dalmatian cuisine, from local Chef Rudolf Štefan. €€€

Peperoncino Kitchen & Bar

Tuna gnocchi anyone? Or cheese steak sandwiches? This charming terrace restaurant is unmissable. €€

Koka Pizza

This wonderful family-run restaurant serves what is often heralded as the best pizza in Croatia. €

Electric Šibenik

Early inventors of AC electricity

One of the world’s first hydroelectric plants was built on the Krka River in 1895, the second of its kind following Nikola Tesla’s at Niagara Falls. The Šibenik company’s was almost certainly inspired by the local compatriot Tesla, who was born in the region and had offered his technology to the city of Zagreb (who declined).

A local engineer, inventor and (eventually) mayor, Ante Šupak, worked with his son to build the pioneering hydroelectric plant, the remains of which you can still see in Krka National Park. There, a huge turbine wheel sits as a reminder that Šibenik became the third city in the world with an alternating current (AC) street-lighting system and the first with the complete system of production, distribution and transmission. Every year this momentous 1895 event is celebrated on the anniversary of its illumination, 28 August.

Known as the Light is Life Festival (sibenik-tourism.hr/eventi/light-is-life/48/en.html), the whole of Šibenik is lit up; from the fortresses to the seafront and some years even the small sailing boats in the bay, with a light show that includes installations and sculptures, as well as fireworks. While the spectacle varies year on year, there’s usually concerts and music on the Riva to complete the party atmosphere. Absolutely a date for your Dalmatian summer calendar.


DON’T KNOCK THE HAT

Šibenska kapa, or the Šibenik cap, is one of the most prominent features of St.Michael’s Day. Every year on 29 September, in honour of the city’s patron saint, a procession lines the streets and locals proudly don their traditional costumes, including the unmistakable orange cap with two rows of black embroidered decorations called bule in Croatian.

The Šibenik cap has even been listed on the national intangible heritage list since 2008. Brilliant tour guide and culture expert Zvonimira Krvavica (instagram.com/kzvonimira) is one of a handful of locals running workshops for the next generation on how to make Šibenska kapa, ensuring the tradition is not forgotten.
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Beyond Šibenik
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Medieval villages, thriving music festivals, dazzling alcoves and lesser known beaches; the area surrounding Šibenik has a lot going on.


Its most popular neighbour, Krka National Park, might hog the limelight on the day trips front, but beyond Šibenik, Murter Island (which is connected to the mainland by a bridge through Tisno) has the best launch points for sailing to the magnificent Kornati National Park, a stunning, uninhabited archipelago only possible to explore by boat.

Meanwhile, gorgeous Primošten is a tiny 16th-century town that bursts full of life all summer, loved for its charming old streets and sweeping beach of azure blue waters. Then Tisno, which music lovers the world over flock to, has an EDM festival scene envied by countries across the globe.


GETTING AROUND

National bus company Arriva (arriva.com.hr/en-us) links Šibenik with Primošten six times a day in both directions, the ride taking around half an hour from the seafront Šibenik bus station. Local bus company Autotransport Šibenik (atpsi.hr) links Šibenik with Murter, via Tisno, four times a day; check online for schedules.



Get Dazzled by Primošten

Cute, captivating little town

Primošten buzzes with life come summer as bands play in the main square, interesting artisanal boutique stores open to sell their crafts and children whizz around and play out on the cobbled streets. Delightful, tiny Primošten was built on an islet off the coast 28km south of Šibenik during the threat of Turkish invasion in the 16th century.

It’s one of the loveliest towns along this stretch of coastline, with family-favourite sandy beach Mala Raduča sweeping along its northern flank, home to a Yugoslavian-era holiday resort, Hotel Zora, that’s still going strong.

Watch the sunset from St George’s Church and stroll around the peninsula’s perimeter after dark to make the most of its medieval charm.

Tisno & Murter: the Gateways to Fun

Welcome dance floor and nature

Whether dancing the night away to the finest DJs in the world or sailing around some of the most magnificent islands in Croatia, there are two very different but equally brilliant vibes to be found on Murter Island and its gateway, Tisno. The latter is a quiet, quaint town for 10 months of the year, until a series of high-profile music festivals take over its azure blue shores every July and August. The hamlet then becomes packed with some of the most celebrated electronic music artists in the world at much-loved festival grounds, the Garden. Dimensions, Love International, Outlook and Dekmantel festivals all returned to Tisno in 2023, so the coming years promise to be just as massive.

Murter village at the end of the peninsula is a sleepy spot but an excellent base to explore the stunning Kornati Islands from, with day trips leaving throughout the peak season months.
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TOP TIP

Šibenik and its surrounding areas are some of the most budget-friendly spots on the Dalmatian coast.




HEAD TO SECRET ZLARIN ISLAND

The dinky island of Zlarin is a Šibenik local secret. Many Šibenikers have weekend apartments on the island (which is a wonderfully car-free zone) and whizz over on their own dinghies to get away from ‘city’ life for the weekend.

For the rest of us there are four Jadrolinija ferry services a day that pick up from Šibenik’s little dock and drop off at Zlarin’s marina, taking just 25 minutes to make the crossing.

You can see why Bono once visited; it’s so secluded and peaceful, with crystalline waters in rustic little ports that dot the island’s coast.






Krka National Park


[image: jpg]

CYCLING & HIKING | BOAT TRIPS | WONDROUS WATERFALLS

The star of Croatia’s second-most-visited national park is its namesake, the River Krka, a 73km-long titan that courses through Dalmatia and has been the lifeblood of the region for millennia. Declared a national park in 1985, the 109-sq-km lands include seven waterfalls that cascade over 17 levels, giving sanctuary to 46 mammals, including deer, otters and badgers – and lots and lots of ducks. You can’t miss them.

With cycling and hiking trails, as well as boats that link the upper and lower ends of the river, Krka National Park is truly marvellous to visit in any season. Spring and autumn are best for hikers, temperature wise, summer is glorious (if busy) and is the best time to go for a swim. But the winter months are fascinating too, as the geomorphological forms in the rocks and tufa become visible in the dazzling blue waters.
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GETTING AROUND

You can get a bus from Split to Skradin, which is one of the entrances to the park, and the journey is around 1½ hours. From Zadar, the bus journey is around an hour. There are frequent daily buses from Šibenik to Skradin too and it takes around 30 minutes.
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There are five entrances to the park. As you’ll likely prioritise visiting the famous falls of Skradinski Buk, enter via the gorgeous village of Skradin where you can buy your ticket from the park kiosk and journey upriver into the park by boat, which is included in the price of your pass.



Do Go Chasing Waterfalls

Majestic cascading hues of blue

The highlight of Krka National Park, Skradinski Buk waterfall, is likely what you’ve come for. Its turquoise, greens and blues take centre stage in any and all social media posts and press about the park – but nothing prepares you for seeing them in person.

The breathtaking waters rushing 800m before crashing 46m down over tufa rock formations truly are picture perfect. A loop of boardwalk takes you around this, the largest and last waterfall before the river flows out to sea, but take note – swimming in the lower lake beneath it has been out of bounds since 2020, when park visitor numbers passed a million per year. Conservationists realised it was time to protect the natural travertine karst forms in the water, which grow 2mm per year, so long as the public aren’t wading all over them.

Around Skradinski Buk, beautifully restored historic watermills have been converted into a small museum, souvenir stores and eateries, and in the summer locals sell their homegrown wares of figs, olive oil and honey at a small market.

Recognising visitors’ need for a dip, particularly in the heat of the summer, the park has now opened up the lake under Roški Slap for swimmers.

The lagoon is lovely and also surrounded by old water mills, one of which, KristijanRural Household (Seosko Domacinstvo Kristijan), is a restaurant, bar and delightful family-run time capsule of life on the river 50 years ago.


OFF THE BEATEN TRACK IN KRKA NP
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Nikolina Lučić, Educator & Interpreter at Krka National Park.

One of my favourite hiking trails in the park is the path around the Manojlovački waterfall, it’s a hidden gem. You can walk to the bottom of the waterfall and see so many different green colours in the water and the remains of the old watermills, it’s like a fairy tale. It’s up in the north of the park, near the Orthodox Monastery.

I see it as a place for people who are real nature lovers, who like to wander around and visit isolated, secret places.



KRKA PARK’S UNMISSABLE ARCHITECTURE

Mother of Mercy Franciscan Monastery

In the middle of Lake Viskovac, this monastery was built by Franciscan monks in 1445.

Orthodox Monastery Krka

Founded in 1345, this a must visit, with enthusiastic Mihajlo on hand to guide you.

Burnum Roman Ruins

Remains of a ruined aqueduct and the only Roman military amphitheatre in Croatia.





Split & Central Dalmatia
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HISTORIC TREASURES AND ISLAND ESCAPES

The heart of Dalmatia is a treasure trove of coastal cities and towns full of history, island idylls and gorgeous beaches lapped by crystal-clear waters.
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Sandwiched between the dramatic peaks of the Dinaric Range and the glistening Adriatic Sea, extends Central Dalmatia’s rocky coastal strip. Fringing the shoreline are some of Croatia’s most beautiful beaches and scenic islands, with towering umbrella pines and pointy cypresses dotting the typical Mediterranean landscape.

You’ll find that each island has a distinctly different vibe. Tiny Šolta enchants with its stone hamlets and old-world charm. Brač is vast and packs in a lot: mountain peaks, fishing villages, traditional hamlets, famous beaches and cultural curiosities. Hvar is the glamorous one, while once-remote Vis has become the Adriatic’s best-known secret.
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But Central Dalmatia is a lot more than beaches and islands. It’s been under the rule of several empires, republics and kingdoms, and each has left a mark on the region’s rich architectural and cultural heritage.

Here you’ll find three UNESCO World Heritage Sites: Diocletian’s Palace in Split, the historic walled island-city of Trogir, and the ancient fields of Stari Grad Plain on Hvar Island. Finally, Dalmatia is also about lots of good Mediterranean food and exceptional wine. Then there’s the excellent olive oil that’s been produced here for millennia.

Whichever destination you choose, the city of Split is the gateway, as Central Dalmatia’s thoroughfare and main ferry port. It also has plenty of its own delights on offer, attested by its status as Dalmatia’s top destination.


THE MAIN AREAS

Split

Seaside city with a Roman past.

Šolta Island

Scenic coves and stone villages.

Brač Island

Sun-kissed beaches and majestic mountain scapes.

Hvar Island

Buzzing beach bars and age-old towns.

Vis Island

Remote, mysterious and alluring.

Makarska Riviera

Pebble beaches and pine-scented promenades.



Find Your Way

Central Dalmatia’s coastal towns and cities are connected by Croatia’s most picturesque road: the serpentine Jadranska Magistrala, wedged between mountain and sea. But car and passenger ferries, as well as taxi boats, also link its seaside cities and scenic islands.
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Plan Your Time

Take Roman relics and Venetian architecture, add pebble beaches and rocky islands, and mix in generous doses of wine and olive oil. The result is a feast for the senses, any time of year.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Explore the ancient lanes and 2000-year-old stone buildings of Diocletian’s Palace and the eclectic architecture of Split’s old town. Hop on a bicycle for a twirl of Marjan Hill and take in the beach-lined coves and sweeping views from its 178m-high observation deck. Then join the local tradition of coffee and chitchat on the waterside Riva Promenade.

• Spend the afternoon lazing at a beach bar on sandy Bačvice Beach and watching the picigin players do their thing. Or wander the pedestrian-only cobblestone lanes of the atmospheric neighbourhoods of Lučac or Varoš.

• Take a bus to Klis to end the day with a sensational sunset view from the ramparts of 360m-high Klis Fortress.




Three Days of Exploration

• After getting acquainted with Split hop on the bus to Trogir, a compact island-city protected by UNESCO. Soak in the sights of pretty John Paul II Square before seeking out the city’s hidden treasures. Pause for a lazy lunch followed by a stroll along the promenade or across the bridge to Čiovo Island.

• Adventure lovers can get their fill in Omiš with a hike up to Fortica fortress, a boat trip on the Cetina River or a zipline experience to remember across the canyon.

• Top up your stay with a day-long tour of Šolta Island or head south to Brela for a sunny break on its magnificent beaches.




If You Have More Time

• More time? Get in a spot of island-hopping. Once off the ferry from Split to Brač Island, make a beeline for spectacular Zlatni Rat beach. Next head out to Vidova Gora, the Adriatic’s highest peak, then follow the signs to the astonishing Blaca Hermitage.

• Move on to Hvar Island and wander the lanes of beautiful Hvar Town before jumping on a taxi boat to the Pakleni Islands and some of the best swim spots.

• On Vis Island soak in the Mediterranean vibe of its two main towns: Vis Town and Komiža, and join an ATV tour of the island’s once-top-secret military sites.



Seasonal highlights

Spring and autumn are ideal. Summer has peak crowds (and prices). In winter it slows right down and many island businesses close.

MAY

Split celebrates its patron saint Sv Duje (St Domnius) during Sudajma, a festive weeklong blowout culminating on 7 May.
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JUNE

From June to September, an eclectic program of concerts ups the summer ambience during the Hvar Summer Festival.
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JULY

From mid-July to mid-August, Split Summer Festival turns the city into an open-air stage with concerts, dance, theatre and opera.
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AUGUST

The Brač Film Festival brings the cinematic work of emerging filmmakers to open-air screens under the stars in Supetar.
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SEPTEMBER

The Goulash Disko Festival brings five days of global underground music to Komiža on Vis Island.

[image: jpg]

Zeljko Lukunic/PIXSELL/Alamy Stock Photo ©

OCTOBER

It’s olive harvest time! The olive fruits are pressed within 24 hours, producing the season’s first oil.
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NOVEMBER

The Feast of St Martin (Martinje) on 11 November is a celebration of wine in wine-producing regions.
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Split
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HANDSOME OLD TOWN | ICONIC PALACE | RICH HISTORY

Just a couple of decades ago, Split was considered little more than a transit town to pause in before catching a ferry to the islands. Despite the magnificence of its star attraction, the sprawling UNESCO-listed Diocletian’s Palace stood forlorn and overlooked, with parts of it even described as a ghetto. Meanwhile the Riva, the city’s now beloved seaside promenade, was a thoroughfare for car traffic.

Today Split is one of the most visited cities in Croatia, drawing crowds of visitors even during the shoulder seasons. This is a popular halt for cruise ships, and the fact that Game of Thrones was filmed here may also have something to do with its rise in popularity. Split is also the most coveted destination for Croatia’s growing tribe of digital nomads.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Diocletian’s Palace

SIGHTS

2Cambi Palace

3Klis Fortress

4Marko Marulić Statue

5Milesi Palace

6Morpurgo Bookstore

7Our Lady of Health

8Salona

9Sulphur Spa

10Town Hall

11Venetian Tower

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12Riva Promenade

entertainment

13Croatian National Theatre




GETTING AROUND

Split is a city that’s easy to explore on foot. Promet, the public bus system, has wide interurban and suburban coverage that extends to Omiš to the east and Trogir to the west, and all the way to Drniš in the north. Download the excellent Promet app to your smartphone to buy tickets, check schedules, and even see bus locations in real time. Local taxis tend to be overpriced – try Uber or Bolt instead.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you would like to cycle around Split, look out for the NextBike bike-sharing stations and downloadthe handy app (nextbike.hr) that lets you rent bicycles and e-bikes at a budget-friendly hourly rate.



An Exploration of Split’s Old Town

Tracking architectural highlights

With the fall of nearby Salona in the 7th century, its people first settled in Diocletian’s Palace and then in newer constructions that sprung up beyond its walls. The Iron Gate is its western boundary: here you leave behind the emperor’s former abode and step onto People’s Sq (Narodni trg), or the pjaca. The handsome Gothic Town Hall with its loggia of peaked arches is one of the square’s only remaining medieval buildings, along with Cambi Palace (Palača Cambi), adorned with Gothic arched windows and a trifora on its upper floor. A few doors away is the restored Art Nouveau shopfront of the Morpurgo Bookstore, founded in the 1860s and now occupied by a newsagency.

Next visit Braće Radić Sq, better known as Fruit Sq (Voćni trg), to marvel at the statue of poet Marko Marulić, a creation by celebrated sculptor Ivan Meštrović. Dominating the square is the striking 17th-century baroque Milesi Palace (Palača Milesi) and the Venetian Tower (Mletački Kaštel), the remains of a castle.

Move on to the fish market, where on a corner of pedestrian-only Marmontova you’ll stumble on an architectural example of Croatian Art Nouveau. Embellished with decorative figures and faces, the Sulphur Spa (Sumporne Toplice) was built in 1903 atop the therapeutic springs – whose smell supposedly keeps flies away from the fish stalls.

With the sea behind you, continue north along Marmontova to Trg Gaje Bulata and its imposing modernist church of Our Lady of Health dating from 1937. The canary-yellow building is the Croatian National Theatre (Hrvatsko Narodno Kazalište) – at the cafe upstairs, snag a table next to the balcony doors for a view over the square.

Split’s old town is sandwiched by its oldest suburbs: the charming neighbourhoods of Lučac, just east of Pazar, the green market; while to the west lies Varoš at the foot of the slopes of Marjan Hill. Here you’ll find mazes of picturesque cobblestone streets linked by pedestrian-only lanes.


BEST BEACHES IN SPLIT

Bačvice

A sandy beach with buzzing bars and a favoured spot for players of picigin, a local ball game.

Firule

This popular horseshoe-shaped sandy beach has cliffside cafes and a scene that continues way past sundown.

Žnjan

This is one of the bigger beaches with several bays of white pebbles and views of the mountainous coastline stretching southeast.

Kašjuni

A narrow pebble beach and sunset party spot curving around a bay on the south side of Marjan.



Walk the Riva Promenade

See and be seen

A favourite pastime for Split residents is coffee and a chat or a relaxed stroll on their much-loved seaside promenade. Quay of the Croatian National Revival (Obala hrtvatskog narodnog preporoda) is the official name of this 250m-long stretch of waterfront. But for Splićani, it’s the Riva.

At its eastern end, look for a bronze 3D model of the old town and, a few steps away, a similar model of Diocletian’s Palace in the 4th century. Ramble along the white stone walkway and browse the wooden stalls hawking wooden souvenirs, handmade jewellery, locally produced wine or honey, and other goodies like dried figs, herbal teas and natural soaps.

Then do like the natives and sit down for a cup of coffee. On Saturday mornings people go to town in their Sunday best, and the long row of cafes (ranging from unfussy to fancy) buzzes with chitchat and the clinking of cups on saucers.

Continue to the Riva’s western end where you may catch the distinctive whiff of sulphur from the healing waters that have sprung up in this spot since Diocletian’s time. Some believe these therapeutic springs are the reason he built his retirement home here. Venture into handsome Venetian-inspired Republic Square (Trg Republike Hrvatske) to admire its vibrant red facade and elegant arches of its three-sided colonnade.

Come early evening, chattering swallows swoop between the Riva’s neat rows of palms while families amble up and down the footpath.



TOP SIGHT
Diocletian’s Palace

UNESCO-protected since 1979, Diocletian’s Palace is one of the world’s biggest and most complete Roman edifices. The 4th-century, 38,700-sq-metre fortress-like palace was Emperor Diocletian’s retirement home. This sprawling complex of 200 or so buildings has been inhabited for 2000 years – only a few hundred tenants remain today.
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There’s no entry fee but the cathedral and museums are ticketed. Scan this QR code for more information.
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DON’T MISS

Peristyle

Cathedral of St Domnius

Bell tower

Vestibule

Temple of Jupiter (Baptistery)

Palace substructures

The four gates



Golden Gate (Zlatna Vrata)

Set in the northern wall, this was the palace’s main entrance. Hovering outside is the gigantic bronze statue of Gregory of Nin by renowned sculptor Ivan Meštrović. Rub his shiny big toe for good luck before heading down the few steps and through the gate. Once inside, look for a staircase around the corner to the right ascending to what was once a guardhouse. Tucked above the gate in a 1.64m-wide space, is 7th-century St Martin’s Church, the city’s oldest and smallest.

Peristyle (Peristil)

At the heart of the palace, where the two main thoroughfares intersect, you’ll find the handsome Peristyle. Framed by soaring columns on three of its sides, this imperial square has been guarded by a black granite sphinx for millennia. At Lvxor Cafe, pause on one of the red cushions laid out on the steps encircling the square and admire the ancient stone buildings and Cathedral of St Domnius. In summer, live music is hosted by the cafe each evening in this atmospheric open-air setting.

Cathedral of St Domnius & Bell Tower

The octagonal dome of the Cathedral of St Domnius (Katedrala Sv Duje) was originally built as emperor Diocletian’s mausoleum, and converted into a church in the 5th century. This is the world’s oldest working Catholic cathedral that still has its original structure. Have a peek at its ornate interiors before tackling the steep and slightly scary climb up floating metal stairs to get to the top of the 12th-century bell tower. Your reward is sweeping views over the palace complex, the mountains to the north and the shimmering Adriatic Sea dotted by islands to the south.

Temple of Jupiter (Baptistery)

A narrow alley opposite the cathedral’s entrance leads to its baptistery, occupying the only remaining Roman temple of the palace’s original three. This 6th-century building is surprisingly intact, while the headless sphinx on its porch is less so. Pop inside to see the sculpture of St John the Baptist by Ivan Meštrović posing under vaulted ceilings. To the building’s left is the palace’s narrowest passageway, dubbed by Splićani as Pusti Me Proć (Let Me Pass) as it’s wide enough for only one person.

Vestibule

A few steps at the southern end of the Peristyle ascend to a porch where Diocletian would address his subjects. This opens onto the Vestibule, a domed rotunda that led to the imperial corridor and the emperor’s apartments. The large open dome has excellent acoustics put to the test each morning by professional klapa singers. Linger a while for a free concert of this cappella tradition recognised by UNESCO.

Palace Substructures

Stairs descend under the Vestibule to the palace’s massive cellars where goods were stored after being unloaded from arriving ships. A corridor lined with stalls peddling artwork and souvenirs leads to the Bronze Gate, opening onto the seafront. Doorways to its left and right shelter a small museum of Roman relics, including remains of an ancient oil and wine press. But most impressive are the massive barrel-vaulted ceilings. Fans of Game of Thrones will recognise these cellars as the place Daenerys Targaryen kept her three dragons.


A LABYRINTH OF ROMAN LANES

Stone-slabbed thoroughfare Decumanus (Kresimirova) is bookended by the Silver Gate and the Iron Gate. It separated the emperor’s residence from the military quarters, and intersects with north–south Cardo (Dioklecijanova) at the Peristyle. Interconnecting these arteries are passageways lined with old buildings occupied by shops, cafes and restaurants.



TOP TIPS

• Roam the palace first thing in the morning before the guided tour groups crowd the cramped lanes.

• The cathedral can be accessed for prayer and contemplation before its official opening at 8am.

• Look up to spot quirky details hidden in the ancient stones, such as the head of a sphinx or a 15th-century sculpted moor’s head peering at you from a stone wall on Dominisova.

• The best spot to capture a great shot of the cathedral and bell tower is just inside the eastern gate.




WHERE TO EAT IN SPLIT

Sara Dyson, Founder of Expat in Croatia (@expatincroatia), an informational website and consultancy, shares her favourite places to eat in Split.

Bistro Ka’ Doma

A very affordable lunch place in Dobri with a small menu that changes every day. You’ll find typical Dalmatian cuisine but also more unusual dishes like bulgur salad. €

At Villa Spiza

It’s in the palace and you can watch the chefs at work. The menu is seasonal and I’ve never had a bad meal here. They don’t take reservations so it’s best to go at off-peak times. €€

Bistro Ćiba

Another favourite for its excellent meat and fish dishes. It’s not a fancy place but you have to reserve because it’s popular. €€



Ruins of Ancient Salona

Roaming a Roman city

Tucked between mountains and sea, and spread over a vast area of more than a kilometre lie the remains of the ancient city Salona. Founded by Julius Caesar around 40 BCE, this former capital of Roman Dalmatia is Croatia’s largest archaeological site. Its sheer scale gives you a sense of Salona’s past glory.

Scattered over grassy fields, with the Split skyline as a backdrop, are the remnants of a typical Roman city: leftover stone foundations of the defensive walls, the 1st-century eastern gate to the city, public baths, a theatre and a covered aqueduct that supplied the city with water from the Jadro River.

Among the best-preserved ruins are the stone remains and columns of an early Christian basilica and its adjoining shrines that sheltered bishop tombs (including St Domnius, later martyred and venerated as Split’s patron saint). Another highlight is the remains of the grand amphitheatre dating to the 2nd century, which seated 17,000 spectators.

Klis Fortress

Great heights and expansive views

Dramatic Klis Fortress (Tvrđava Klis) sprawls over the top of a long, narrow mountain at 360m. For Game of Thrones fans, this is the city of Meereen from seasons 4 and 5. Kids especially love to clamber over the rambling fortifications spread over three levels, and peer into dungeon-like chambers showcasing period swords and stone fragments. In the multimedia room you can get insights into the castle’s past via touch screens, while from the uppermost viewing platform, sweeping 360-degree views stretch all the way to the sea.


Scan the QR code to find more things to do in Split
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WHERE TO STAY IN SPLIT

Heritage Hotel 19

An elegant boutique hotel set in a heritage property with a courtyard garden and romantic vibe. €€€

Hotel Luxe

A modern hotel in a top location next to the old town and port, and rooms with sea views. €€€

Divota Apartment Hotel

Hotel with a diffuse selection of apartments and guest rooms in restored stone houses in charming Veli Varoš. €€€



A CYCLING TOUR OF MARJAN
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This protected forest park covering a peninsula just west of the old town is the city’s green lungs. To explore its beach-lined coves and cultural and religious sights, hop on a bicycle at 1 Republic Square and ride west along the road hugging the coastline. You’ll soon reach the 2 Meštrović Gallery, the sea-facing mansion designed by sculptor Ivan Meštrović in the 1930s as his home, studio and gallery. Stop to behold his bronzes in the garden or visit the gallery to see other works of bronze, marble and wood.

Back on the road, continue for 400m to a gateway on the left opening onto an olive grove. This is 3 Meštrović’s Crikvine – Kaštilac, where the sculptor’s 1916 Large Crucifix is showcased along with wooden reliefs depicting the life of Christ. Stop for a dip at 4 Kašjuni Beach, a narrow white-pebble strip curving around a bay lapped by turquoise waters. Or continue to a fork where you’ll leave the coast behind and weave upwards along a road ribboned with lofty pines, giving way to views of Kašjuni Beach below. Keep an eye on the cliffs to your left for the three windows of a hermitage cave carved out of the rockface and 15th-century St Jerome’s Church.

Follow the signs to 5 Telegrin to reach Marjan’s highest point at 178m and fabulous 360-degree views from the observation deck. Enjoy the spectacle of Split below you, with the Dinaric Range stretching southwards, and the islands of Čiovo, Šolta and Brač. Head east down the bike path to the viewpoint at 6 Cafe Vidilica, and the 16th-century 7 Jewish Cemetery. Alternatively, follow one of the paths to the peninsula’s northern edge and enjoy the delicious descent under a canopy of umbrella pines, past pretty coves and pebble beaches back to the city centre.






Beyond Split
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Sea-facing castles, mountaintop fortresses and a UNESCO island-town enchant those who roam beyond Split’s city limits.


Sandwiched between mountain and sea, the Dalmatian coastline winds southeastwards from Split past port towns and pebbly coves to tiny but dramatic Omiš wedged between a canyon and the Cetina River. This is where adventure activities abound for those looking for a shot of adrenaline. Meanwhile, running westwards along the Bay of Kaštela all the way to the airport, you’ll find a string of seven seaside towns that grew up and took shape around their majestic sea-facing castles. Head west from Split airport, and you’ll come to Trogir, the tiny island-town and star attraction recognised as a UNESCO World Heritage Site that’s a delight for lovers of art and architecture.


GETTING AROUND

Split and the surrounding towns are connected to the suburban bus service that is operated by Promet. Taxi boats also operate between Split, Kaštela, Trogir and Omiš.



Highlights of John Paul II Square

Trogir’s atmospheric main square

At Trogir’s heart is St Lawrence’s Cathedral (Katedrala Sv Lovre) whose intricately sculpted portal is celebrated as a Romanesque masterpiece. Look for Adam and Eve perching on the backs of lions and scenes from the life of Christ decorating the arches. Inside, behold the ornate 15th-century Chapel of St John of Trogir, the city’s first bishop and one of its patron saints (St Lawrence is the other). Duck into the treasury for a look at religious relics, including a 16th-century statue of St John holding a model of Trogir, and a bas-relief of Christ on the Cross from the 14th century. Head right at the exit to visit the baptistery and its impressive vaulted ceiling and frieze of sculpted cherubs. Then scale the twisting staircase to the top of the 47m-high bell tower for a bird’s-eye-view over John Paul II Square (Trg Ivana Paula II).

Dominating the square is the three-storey Town Hall (Gradska vijećnica), reconstructed in the late 19th century. Wander inside its pretty courtyard to admire the Gothic arched windows and grand stone staircase. Another of the square’s star attractions is the Town Clock Tower topping Renaissance-style St Sebastian’s Church (Crkva Sv Sebastijan). Left of this is the pillared Venetian Town Loggia (Gradska loža), once a place for official business and legal matters. Today it’s a shady resting spot and summer venue for concerts of klapa, a Dalmatian singing tradition. The stylised relief sculpture on the south wall is of Trogir-born viceroy and bishop Peter Berislavić, created by Ivan Meštrović in 1950.


TOP TIP

Split’s main bus station, train station and ferry terminal are all conveniently located just steps away from each other.
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TROGIR: A UNESCO WORLD HERITAGE SITE

Trogir is a tiny island-city embraced by medieval walls and linked by two bridges to the mainland and neighbouring Čiovo Island.

It’s also an open-air museum full of outstanding examples of Romanesque churches, Gothic palaces, and other superb Renaissance and baroque buildings. These credentials earned it UNESCO World Heritage status in 1997 with a historic old town that has ‘conserved its urban fabric to an exceptional degree and with the minimum of modern interventions’.

Trogir is at its most charming early in the morning or during the off-peak season when its narrow cobbled lanes are not bursting with visitors.



Trogir’s Hidden Treasures

Between the walls and beyond

Opposite Trogir’s main gate you’ll find the Trogir City Museum (Muzej Grada Trogira), housed in the Garagnin-Fanfogna Palace, which is composed of Romanesque and Gothic buildings, and a pretty cobbled courtyard. Browse the collection to see archaeological artefacts, weapons, folk costumes, old coins, paintings, ceramics and objets d’art.

Near the south gate, St Nicolas Monastery (Samostan Sv Nikole) shelters a magnificent 3rd-century BCE marble relief sculpture of Kairos, Greek god of opportunity and luck, carefully guarded by the Benedictine nuns here. Also on display in the treasury are a Gothic crucifix and Romanesque statue of the Virgin and Child, among other art treasures. (Opening times are sporadic, usually June to September.)

The Church & Monastery of St Dominic (Crkva i Samostan Sv Dominik), just off the waterfront, provides a quiet corner for contemplation with an atmospheric cloister framing a small garden of orange trees and a small church.

Indulge your sweet tooth at Đovani pastry shop with some rafioli, Trogir’s famed semicircular, almond-filled sweet.


MEET TROGIR’S ARTISTS & ARTISANS

Atelier Uremović

Fine-art painter Željko Uremović finds his inspiration in nature and welcomes visitors to his studio at Duknovića 8.

Judita Peran

A jewellery designer crafting exquisite creations of wire crochet and natural stones, as well as copper, brass and silver (instagram.com/juditaperan_jewelry).

Vilim Halbärth

Trogir-based sculptor and installation artist showcases his work at his open gallery at Lounge Bar Garden Trogir (vilimhalbarth.com).

Mišel Trogir

A tradition of handcrafted jewellery of red coral that goes back five generations of the Mišel family (misel-trogir.com/about-us).

Trogir Experience

A concept store showcasing ceramics, jewellery and natural beauty products crafted by Croatian artisans at Budislavićeva ul 14 (instagram.com/trogirexperience).



Viewpoints on Trogir

The city-island from different angles

To enjoy great views over the old town, the buzzing promenade and Čiovo Island, scale the tower of Kamerlengo Castle (Kaštel Kamerlengo), a 15th-century Venetian fortress that becomes a concert stage during the Trogir Summer Festival. For another viewpoint on Trogir, cross the bridge linking it to Čiovo Island and dip right towards the marina. From here you can admire the pretty buildings of historic Trogir and its skyline pierced by five bell towers.

For a different perspective, visit the Via Crucis Underwater Museum (viacrucis-underwatermuseum.com). A speedboat will zip to a nearby cove where you can dive or snorkel around a military plane and 52 life-size statues depicting the Stations of the Cross, and an 8m-high statue of Jesus.

Omiš Old Town

Stroll the historic centre

Omiš is set in breathtaking natural surroundings on the edge of a canyon where the Cetina River drains into the Adriatic Sea, with the craggy peaks of Mt Omiška Dinara as a dramatic backdrop.

Wander its tiny historic centre of just a dozen pedestrian-only lanes wedged in-between the mountain, river and main road to take in its special atmosphere. Start at the western gate next to the riverfront, and stroll along the main thoroughfare, Knezova Kačića, to the eastern gate to behold the best-preserved remnant of the Venetian walls that once encircled the town.

Next visit the Omiš Town Museum (Gradski muzej Omiš) to admire its collection of amphora and Roman pottery, Byzantine coins and stone remnants of the Renaissance and baroque periods (open in summer or by appointment). Then follow the signs to Mirabela Fortress for an easy climb up to Peovica, its 13th-century Romanesque tower, where panoramic views over coral-coloured rooftops await.

Cool off on a hot day at Velika Plaža Punta, the wide sandy beach whose shallow waters make it popular with families, or walk 15 minutes south to Brzet, a pretty pebble beach.

WHERE TO STAY IN A HERITAGE HOTEL IN TROGIR

Heritage Hotel Tragos

A family-owned hotel housed in an 18th-century baroque palace in the heart of the old town. €€

Heritage Hotel Bifora

Chic and understated rooms with exposed stone walls on Čiovo Island, a short walk from Trogir old town. €€€

XXII Century Heritage Hotel

On the seaside promenade, featuring elegant and spacious suites, some with sea views. €€€
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Soparnik Taste Experience

A savoury treat from Omiš

Soparnik is a traditional local speciality resembling a large flat pie. Sandwiched between two layers of dough is a filling of Swiss chard and onions or garlic. There are only 11 officially certified producers of authentic soparnik, all from the vicinity of Omiš.

You can find this savoury treat at the daily market on the main road. Arrive there before 8am for the chance to get your hands on a slice. It sells out quickly!


OUTDOOR ADVENTURES IN OMIš

It’s a steady 50-minute hike up a rocky marked trail from the eastern gate to the 14th-century Fortica Fortress perched 300m above the town. Your reward is the magnificent sight of the Cetina River emptying into the Adriatic Sea, views of Brač Island and the majestic Dinara mountains behind you.

Get close to the spectacular canyon scenery by hopping on one of the boats plying the Cetina River to scenic rest spot Radman’s Mills (Radmanove Mlinice). Boats embark on the 35-minute journey from the bridge.

For a rush of adrenaline, zipline across the canyon with Zipline Croatia (zipline-croatia.com/en) or try a rafting, canyoning or cliff-jumping adventure with Rafting Pirate (rafting-pirate.com).



WHERE TO EAT IN TROGIR

Konoba TRS

Exquisitely prepared and presented fresh fish dishes earned this tavern a Michelin recommendation. €€€

Franka

Trogir natives and visitors rave about this laid-back bistro’s colourful menu of inventive flavour combinations. €€€

Il Ponte

An upscale affair with a stylish vibe and a nod from Michelin for its Mediterranean-inspired modern cuisine. €€€



KAŠTELA CYCLING TOUR
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Dotting the coastline between Split and its airport are the seven tiny towns of Kaštela, which grew up around the forts and castles that were built here from the 15th to 17th centuries to ward off Ottoman invaders. The seven towns cover an 8km stretch, making this a relaxed tour with plenty to explore.

Starting in 1 Kaštel Sućurac, trace the shoreline west to a bell tower standing with the remaining stone buildings of the 2 Kaštilica complex, adorned with lavish Gothic windows. Pedal to Kaštel Gomilica and its fascinating square-shaped 3 Kaštilac Castle set on a tiny island. A stone bridge extends to a domineering tower and buildings that once housed a Benedictine hermitage. More recently, this island-castle featured in Game of Thrones as the town of Braavos.

Continue to Kaštel Kambelovac, looking for 15th-century 4 Cambi Castle and its round tower. Scan the port for a gajeta, a typical wooden sailboat used by fishers. Cypresses and palms line the path while crescent-shaped Kaštela Bay stretches ahead. Kaštel Lukšić is home to 5 Vitturi Castle, housing a tourist office, a library and a museum of weapons and folk costumes.

Pause on the white pebbles of 6 Đardin Beach at Kaštel Stari, or refuel at a cafe on the lively promenade. In Kaštel Novi, look for imposing 7 Cippico Castle on the water’s edge, and then take a short detour to marvel at the 1500-year-old olive tree. Kaštel Štafilić is the westernmost of the seven towns, built around Castle Stafileo-Rotundo, while 8 Nehaj Tower is all that remains of the waterside fort. Round off your tour with a taste of the excellent local wine, particularly the crljenak kaštelanski cultivar. Sample one at 9 Vino Vuina (vino-vuina.hr).






Šolta Island
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NATURAL BEAUTY | LOCAL LIFE | BEAUTIFUL BEACHES

Šolta’s coastline is indented with pretty coves and scenic bays fringed by gorgeous pebbly beaches, while olive groves and vineyards blanket its fertile interior. Scattered across the island is a handful of old hamlets – eight to be precise – of rustic stone houses punctuated by cheery blue window shutters and doors. Šolta is also a destination that’s easy on the palate: family-run farms produce excellent wine and olive oil, as well as honey, figs and other fruits of the soil.

Only 16km (or 9 nautical miles) separate Šolta Island from Split, but this small island that’s big on natural beauty is somehow overlooked compared to its larger island neighbours who see much more visitors.

While it is certainly possible to make a day trip of Šolta and many do, its small size lends itself to cyclists and ramblers inclined to slow travel who would like to explore off-road trails. Visiting local farms and staying in family-run accommodation (the island has only one hotel!) is a way to get a real taste of island life.
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GETTING AROUND

Bus services are synchronised with ferry arrivals in Rogač from Split – up to seven a day, connecting Rogač and Stomorska (via Grohote, Nečujam and Gornje Selo), and between Rogač and Maslinica (via Grohote, Srednje Selo and Donje Selo.

Renting a car or scooter is the easiest way to get around the island, but e-bikes are also a good alternative for such a small island. Contact Discover Šolta (discoversolta.com) for bike rentals and island tours.
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Life slows right down during the off season. Many islanders spend winters in Split when island life gets too quiet. By contrast, peak summer sees jammed roads and crowded beaches. Visit in spring or autumn to best appreciate island life.



Stone Hamlets, Fishing Villages & Beaches

Šolta Island highlights

Stomorska is a postcard-perfect fishing village perched on an indented bay. Pause for a dip in the impossibly blue waters at pebbly Điga Beach at the end of the waterfront, or follow the path past the pine forest to the more secluded Veli Dolac and Zadušna beaches.

From the tiny stone hamlet of Gornje Selo, it’s a 35-minute hike to the island’s highest point, Vela Straža at 237m, marked by a white cross. Delight in the sweeping 360-degree views over the entire island and Split and Mt Biokovo in the distance.

On Šolta’s western tip overlooking seven tiny islets is lovely Maslinica, a fishing town where yachts drop anchor for the night. Notable here is the magnificent Martinis Marchi castle – the island’s only hotel – and the only sandy beach at Šipkova Bay.


WHERE TO EAT ON ŠOLTA ISLAND

Šampjer

Tuck into an alfresco meal while enjoying sweeping views of Maslinica Bay and its islets at Šampjer. €€

Pasarela in Stomorska

Hearty seafood platters and the harbourside seating make this restaurant a firm favourite in Stomorska. €€

Martinis Marchi

This fine-dining restaurant serves seasonal dishes that are expertly paired with local vintages at Šolta Island’s only hotel. €€€



A Taste of Šolta

Savour the flavours of the island

Probably the best way to experience Šolta is through your taste buds by sampling the fruits of its soil.

Dobričić is a native grape variety cultivated here for centuries. Sample a glass of this much-loved red and get insights into local winemaking by popping in at Marinac Winery (marinacwinery.com) in Srednje Selo or Kaštelanac (agroturizamkastelanac.com) in Gornje Selo.

When it comes to olives, the island also lays claim to its own variety: šoltanka. At Olynthia Natura (olynthia.com), follow Frane through his groves of age-old trees before stopping off at his olive mill. Then round off the tour with a guided tasting of some of the island’s exquisite extra-virgin olive oil.

Goran Tvrdić calls himself an educator first and a beekeeper second. Make a halt at Tvrdić Honey (tvrdichoney.com), his honey farm in Grohote, to learn about how honey is made, get insightful facts about bees and savour a taste of pure honey – a rare opportunity.




Brač Island
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STUNNING BEACHES | DRAMATIC LANDSCAPES | HISTORIC CHARM

Brač, Croatia’s third-biggest island, is all about picture-postcard-perfect beaches, dramatic mountain landscapes, delightful fishing villages and rustic stone hamlets seemingly locked in time. The island is also home to Vidova Gora, the highest mountain peak in the entire Adriatic archipelago, and the country’s best-known beach, Zlatni Rat.

The island’s history has been shaped by its exceptional natural resources. First planted by the Romans, the olive tree is a symbol of this Mediterranean isle whose rocky landscape is blanketed with olive groves of over a million trees along neat rows of vineyards.

Brač is also famous for its high-quality limestone quarried here since Roman times and used to build many of Croatia’s most notable architectural treasures. Diocletian’s Palace in Split, St Lawrence Cathedral in Trogir and Šibenik’s St James Cathedral were all built of Brač’s white stone. Some even claim the columns of the White House in Washington originate from here.
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GETTING AROUND

Brač has a limited bus service between the main ferry port of Supetar and Milna, Škrip, Pučišća and Sumartin, the ferry port at the island’s easternmost tip. The most convenient way to get around this vast island is by renting a car, scooter or ATV. A network of 25 bicycle trails covers a total distance of 1026km across the island.
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If you want to fly in to Brač Island, it has its own airport (airport-brac.hr). You can hop on seasonal flights to Zagreb, Graz, Linz, Bolzano, Munich, Bratislava and Košice.



Bol’s Otherworldly Beaches

White pebbles and turquoise waters

Zlatni Rat is Croatia’s best-known and most-photographed beach and it doesn’t disappoint. Its long V-shape (about 370m long on its western side and 470m on its eastern edge) magically shifts and changes with the waves and tides. Its fine white pebbles are soft on the soles of the feet and don’t stick to your skin. Then there’s the astonishingly turquoise water as clear as a bath, making swimming a true delight. It can be reached from Bol along a 2km-long shady promenade lined with umbrella pines. A taxi boat also makes the trip from Bol port.

Around 850m east of Zlatni Rat is lovely Borak Beach, another pebbly beach that’s also a popular windsurfing spot. And 500m further east is an accessible beach that can be reached via ramps and a special chairlift.

East of Bol’s port lie two more exceptional swimming spots. Follow the shoreline past rustic-looking Ribarska Kućica restaurant to arrive at Kotlina Beach, a pebbly cove stretching towards the Dominican Monastery. East of here lies equally lovely Martinica Beach.


BRAČ’S OLIVE-OIL TRADITION

Greek geographer and historian Strabo first documented olive-oil production on Brač in the 1st century BCE and it was during Venetian times that cultivation was expanded.

At the end of the 18th century, the island had over 500,000 olive trees and production topped the entire Dalmatian region.

Today with over a million trees, olives continue to be an important crop. The dominant olive variety growing here and throughout Dalmatia is oblica, which suits the island’s rocky terrain. In 2022, olive oil from Brač received Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) at the EU level, a recognised marker of authenticity.



Hike to Vidova Gora Peak

On top of the Adriatic

At 778m, Vidova Gora is the highest peak in the Adriatic islands. From here you can catch an unforgettable bird’s-eye view of horn-shaped Zlatni Rat beach below and an incredible panorama of the Adriatic seascape: the neighbouring island of Hvar, as well as Vis, Korčula and the Pelješac Peninsula.

From Bol, follow signposted hiking path 102 through fragrant pine forests. It’s a two-hour hike that gradually winds uphill. If that seems like too much of a slog, there’s no reason to sweat it – Vidova Gora is also accessible by road.

Blaca Hermitage

A step into the past

The astonishing Blaca Hermitage (Pustinja Blaca) is a small complex of white stone buildings built into a cliff-face and can only be reached on foot. Follow the marked 2.5km-long rocky path down through woods of Aleppo pines and holm oaks from Dragavoda, or arrive at Blaca Bay by boat and head uphill.

Escaping Ottoman persecution, monks first arrived here in 1551 and remained until 1963 when the last of their order died here: Father Nikola Miličević, a mathematician, poet, teacher, musician and astronomer.

The hermitage’s rooms and everyday objects have been preserved as a fascinating museum frozen in time. One room is a former schoolhouse with its antique wooden desks and abacus untouched. You can also behold a library of over 8000 books in five languages, a collection of antique clocks, the island’s first printing press and a 3m-long telescope. In the kitchen, the naturally forming caves where the hermitage had its beginnings are visible.

A guided tour reveals intriguing details about the monks’ day-to-day lives. They planted vineyards and 1000 olive trees along the cliffs in difficult terrain, and they also produced honey and cheese. Heavy pieces of period furniture from Vienna were lugged uphill by donkey, except for the 400kg piano, which took 12 labourers eight hours to carry, with 56L of wine as compensation.

Exploring the Past in Škrip

Brač’s oldest settlement

The compact hill town of Škrip, 4km south of coastal Splitska, is chock-full of buildings made of centuries-old stone. This is the island’s oldest settlement with a rustic charm that pervades every stone wall and cobbled lane.

Imposing 16th-century Radojković Castle, on the edge of town, houses the fascinating Island of Brač Museum (Muzej otoka Brača), one of the most visited in Croatia. Browse stone relics, ancient amphorae and everyday objects that give clues into the island’s agricultural and stone-building traditions.

Škrip’s former 19th-century oil mill has been converted into an Olive Oil Museum (Muzej uja; muzejuja.com) with an old press at its centre. Learn about the history of olive production on the island, once one of its most important industries, before sampling the award-winning oil produced by the Cukrov family, who own and manage the museum.

From Škrip, follow the 2km-long path winding downhill past olive groves to lovely Dol. This atmospheric village of stone houses spreads over a hillside punctuated by soaring cypresses and natural caves carved out of red stone.


WHY I LOVE BRAč
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Isabel Putinja, writer

Brač is an island of many charms that keep drawing me back. Its famous beach, horn-shaped Zlatni Rat, lives up to the hype of its soft white pebbles and clear turquoise waters.

The 16th-century Blaca Hermitage is astonishing for its location on a remote hillside reachable only on foot, and for its fascinating interiors which have been locked in time for centuries.

This island of dramatic mountain landscapes is also home to the highest peak in the whole Adriatic: Vidova Gora, from where there are sweeping views of nearby islands.

I also love Brač for its many groves of olive trees, with this magic tree being a symbol of its most important crop cultivated here for millennia.



Pučišća Stonemasonry School

The art of stone

Visit pretty Pučišća perched on a deeply indented bay off Brač’s northern coast and you’re bound to hear the tap tap tap of chisels on stone. Follow the sound to a handsome three-storey white stone building graced with a pillared portico on the waters’ edge. This is Pučišća’s famous Stone Masonry School (Klesarska Škola Pučišća; klesarskaskola.hr) founded in 1956 to preserve the town’s long tradition as a stone quarry and training centre for stonemasons that dates to 1906.

Students from across Croatia and Europe are trained here to use traditional hand tools based on the old Roman school of stone-masonry techniques. Pop into the exhibition space on the ground floor to admire some of the students’ creations sculpted from the island’s signature white stone.

WHERE TO STAY ON BRAč ISLAND

Villa Giardino Heritage Boutique Hotel in Bol

A charming villa set in a leafy garden in the heart of Bol with elegant guest rooms. €€€

Hotel Osam in Supetar

Stylish adults-only property with an outdoor pool, alfresco dining and rooftop bar with a view. €€€

Olife Hotel in Milna

Bright, light-filled guest rooms in a handsome period building smack on Milna’s seafront. €€


BRAČ’S BEST GASTRO EXPERIENCES

Marino Franinović, owner of Villa Giardino (@villa.giardino.bol) and renewable energy expert.

Konoba Kopačina in Donji Humac

The panoramic views and traditional dishes made of wholesome ingredients guarantee a memorable dining experience.

BioMania in Bol

A vegan restaurant with two locations: a bistro in Bol and street-food stand at Zlatni Rat beach.

Agroturizam Kaštil Gospodnetić in Dol

A delightful restaurant where you can dine on excellent local cuisine on a rustic terrace overlooking Dol’s terracotta rooftops.

Apinelo in Supetar

This is a favourite for its delicious cuisine and also for the ambience and impeccable service.

Mali Raj in Bol

A charming restaurant in a garden setting that I highly recommend for the fresh seafood.
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Pučišća | Dreamer4787/shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY ON BRAč ISLAND

Hotel Lemongarden in Sutivan

Heritage hotel in a beautiful garden with outdoor pool, private beach and spa. €€€

Hotel Lipa in Postira

Set on Postira’s horseshoe-shaped bay in a modern building with outdoor pool, Jacuzzi and sauna. €€€

Waterman Svpetrvs Resort

A modern seaside resort popular with families just 2km west of Supetar ferry port. €€€




Hvar Island
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CHIC SETTINGS | HISTORIC MONUMENTS | CHARMING TOWNS

Hvar has become synonymous with swank, thanks to Hvar Town’s image as a posh destination for the jet set who sail in on their luxury yachts and drop anchor in this picturesque port town. The island’s capital is also known for its buzzy nightlife and lively beach bars where parties go on until the small hours. But if you’re not a fan of the glitterati or all-night parties, fear not, there’s the rest of Hvar Island.

Lovely Stari Grad, one of the oldest Croatian towns, is lovely and easier on the wallet. Then there are the other charming port towns of Jelsa and Vrboska, and the lush Stari Grad Plain – a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Other highlights include the scenic bays ribboned by gorgeous beaches, fields of fragrant lavender and the superb wines produced here. Most tourist attractions are concentrated on the western part of the island, meaning few venture further east than Jelsa – except to maybe catch the ferry to the mainland from easternmost Sućuraj.
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GETTING AROUND

A regular bus service connects Hvar Town, Stari Grad port, Stari Grad and Jelsa. Car and scooter rentals are available, as well as e-bikes – a convenient way to negotiate hilly roads for sporty types.

Look out for taxi boats in the port towns – they provide a convenient way to access beaches and nearby islands. You can also rent your own boat with a 5hp engine without requiring a boat licence.
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Hvar Town is only serviced by passenger ferries (listed as katamaran on sailing schedules), while car ferries (trajekt) arrive at Stari Grad port, which is 3km from Stari Grad and 16.5km from Hvar Town.



Tour Historic Hvar Town

Cathedrals and castles

At the heart of Hvar Town’s religious, public and social life is long, rectangular St Stephen’s Sq with its namesake, baroque St Stephen’s Cathedral, and its soaring bell tower looming at the eastern end. On the southwest corner sits the boxy 14th-century Arsenal, a former Venetian shipyard and now an exhibition space, while the upper floor shelters Europe’s oldest theatre. Climb the external staircase to the balustraded terrace for a view of the square’s elegant facades of white stone, the Renaissance clock tower and loggia, tiny port and pavement cafes which fill early with people-watchers.

Venture past the cathedral and up a short staircase on the left and you’ll soon stumble on the colour and bustle of the daily fruit and vegetable market. Next, wander along the narrow stone streets climbing upwards and follow the signs to Fortica, the town’s Venetian castle. From its ramparts, pause to take in the dazzling views over terracotta rooftops and the Pakleni Islands bobbing in the sparkling Adriatic.

WHERE TO STAY ON HVAR ISLAND

White Rabbit Hostel

Cheery private rooms and mixed dorms with lockers, AC and a kitchen, smack in the centre of Hvar Town. €

Palace Elisabeth Hotel

A chic five-star in a period building with sea-facing rooms, fine-dining restaurant, pool and spa in Hvar Town. €€€

Hotel Antica

Small seafront hotel with outdoor pool near the ferry terminal and walking distance to Stari Grad. €€€

Explore the Pakleni Islands

Coves, caves and beaches

Scattered in the waters facing Hvar Town are just over a dozen small uninhabited islands that look tantalisingly close. The car-free Pakleni Islands scream adventure: there are secret coves, dazzling beaches and crystal-clear bays to explore.

Some beaches, like Palmižana on Sv Klement Island and Carpe Diem on Marinkovac Island, have a long-established beach-bar and club scene. Jerolim Island is known for its nude beach, while Mlini Beach on Marinkovac Island is for those looking for a quiet and scenic swim spot. Regular boats set off from Hvar Town port to all of these for €10 return.

Historic Stari Grad

Outdoor spaces and inner sanctuaries

Stari Grad means ‘old town’ – fitting for Croatia’s oldest settlement – but its original name was Faros, given by the Greeks who founded it in 384 BCE. Take in the old-world feel on its atmospheric squares of Renaissance buildings and Venetian palazzos made of centuries-old stone, and in the labyrinthine lanes.

Its most notable landmark, Trvdalj Castle, was built in the 16th century by the celebrated poet and philosopher, Petar Hektorović, as his summer residence. Inside, you’ll find a rectangular fishpond surrounded by a lovely arcade of vaulted stone, and a romantic walled garden full of fragrant herbs and medicinal plants. You can imagine the Renaissance poet drawing inspiration from this ethereal inner sanctuary.

The high stone walls of the 15th-century Dominican Monastery of St Peter the Martyr hide another otherworldly sanctuary that invites contemplation. Delight in the beautiful cloister garden filled with orange trees, and browse the medieval library of age-old books and collection of paintings that includes Tintoretto’s Lamentation of Christ.


HVAR ISLAND’S BEACH CLUBS & BARS

Hula Hula Hvar

A buzzing all-day party spot where people come to eat, drink, swim and be merry.

Falko

Hammocks strung between pines, beanbags and sunloungers make this a perfect chill-out zone.

Laganini

A lounge bar and seafood restaurant with a gorgeous rustic vibe on Sv Klement Island.

Hvar Beach Club

Upscale waterside cabanas and sunbeds for a spot of sun therapy away from the party scene.

Carpe Diem

A legendary Ibiza-like but overpriced beach club on Stipanska Beach on Marinkovac Island.




Scan the QR code to discover Hvar and other top spots
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A Wine-Tasting Tour of Hvar

Flavours of the soil

Hvar’s homegrown grape varietals pack a punch. White wines have an alcohol content of 11% to 14.5%, while reds hover between 12% and 18%. In addition to plavac mali – Zinfandel’s older Dalmatian cousin which grows here – a number of other grapes are indigenous to Hvar’s own soil: bogdanuša, prč, kuč and maraština are pressed into white wines, while drnekuša is a rare red variety.

Some of the island’s best-known wineries include Duboković in Jelsa, Pavičić in Vrbanj and Zlatan Otok in Sv Nedjelja. Sign up for a private or group vineyard tour and guided tasting with Secret Hvar (K 095 805 9075).



STARI GRAD PLAIN CYCLING TOUR
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From 1 Stari Grad bus station, cycle east along Put Gospojice where asphalt quickly gives way to a gravel road. You’ll be zipping past stone walls enclosing neat patches of vineyards and olive groves. You’re now cycling through the Stari Grad Plain, recognised by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site for its significance as a ‘cultural landscape’. The Greeks arrived here in the 4th century BCE, creating this geometric grid of land division made up of 73 rectangular plots demarcated by dry stone walls that has remained largely intact.

Once past the tiny 16th-century 2 Church of Our Lady, continue for 1km, looking out for two towering cypresses where a 3 well-preserved trim still stands. This circular shelter of neatly stacked flat stones provided farmers with cover from sun and rain. At the next left, leave the main road and cycle 1.5km along 4 Mathio’s Path to a sign pointing to 5 Maslinovnik. A rocky footpath through bushes of rosemary and laurel leads to the ancient remains of this rectangular watchtower, once part of the 4th-century BCE defence system.

Returning to the main road, you’ll spot a signboard for 6 OPG Dionis, a rustic family-run tavern with a welcoming tree-filled courtyard. Stop in for a refreshment of natural juices, homemade cheese and cured ham, or a home-cooked meal of grilled fish or meat. Continue on to 7 Vrboska, an atmospheric town of canals and arched bridges, and follow the delightful pine-scented road hugging the shoreline all the way to 8 Jelsa. Spend some time taking in the lively vibe of its bustling harbour lined with cafes before returning to Stari Grad via picturesque 9 Vrbanj.
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Vis Island
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COVES & CAVES | MILITARY HISTORY | PICTURE-POSTCARD BAYS

Vis Island’s remoteness and air of mystery are what entice an increasing number of curious visitors. It’s the furthest inhabited island from the Croatian mainland and was completely closed to outsiders until the early ’90s and the fall of Yugoslavia. Its military past is part of its enigma.

The island served as a strategic Adriatic outpost during the rule of president Tito, who turned it into his top-secret military base, building an underground network of more than 30 bunkers, a bomb shelter and even a submarine tunnel. In 2017, Mamma Mia! Here We Go Again was filmed here, bringing the island permanently out of its isolation and squarely onto the tourist map. The island sees a large number of day visitors arriving on boats from neighbouring islands and even Split, and making a beeline for the star attractions here: photogenic Stiniva Bay and the Blue Cave on nearby Biševo Island.
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SIGHTS

1Church of St Jerome

2Croatian Hall

3Gusarica Beach

4Jastog Submarine Tunnel

5Kamenica Beach

6Komuna Fisherman Fortress

7Kut Harbour

8Missile Base

9New Post

10Our Lady’s Battalion

11Perasti Tower

12Radar Station

13Stiniva Bay

14Vela Glava

ACTIVITIES

15Blue Cave

16Green Cave

shopping

17Concept Vis




GETTING AROUND

At only 90 sq km, Vis is a small island to navigate. A limited bus service links the two main cities of Vis Town and Komiža, but if you want to explore further, you’ll need your own wheels. Rental options include cars, scooters, ATVs and e-bikes.

A convenient way to explore out-of-the-way beaches, coves and nearby islands is to rent a boat (no licence required for boats with a 5hp engine) or join one of the many boat tours operating in both Vis Town and Komiža.
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The island’s two main towns, Vis Town and Komiža, are at opposite ends. Mainland ferries dock at Vis Town, making it slightly more convenient. But a Komiža bus coincides with the ferry, making it almost as accessible.



A Stroll from Vis to Kut

Along the seaside promenade

Vis Town’s horseshoe-shaped promenade comes alive after 6pm. This is when yachts dock for the night and passengers abandon their sea legs for a more sure-footed stroll, while water-facing cafes fill with people-watchers.

Starting at the 17th-century Perasti Tower, built to defend the town from the Ottomans, head eastwards. Catch a glimpse just across the waters of Church of St Jerome (Crkva Sv Jeronim) of Mamma Mia II fame, perched prominently on Prirovo Peninsula. Turning your eyes back to the promenade, you can’t miss the bright red facade of the Croatian Hall (Hrvatski Dom), a handsome neo-Gothic building that’s graced the waterfront since the turn of the 20th century. Next, stop in at Concept Vis, a design shop showcasing handmade souvenirs, cosmetics and artwork by Croatian artists and artisans. The promenade soon slopes upwards to Kut, continuing along narrow lanes sandwiched between palazzos of white stone. A landmark is Our Lady’s Battalion (Gospina batarija), a fortress built in the 1830s during Austrian rule and today housing the Archaeological Museum of the City of Vis (Arheološki muzej Vis).

Kut’s charming harbour is full of restaurants and lively bars. End your day here with an evening meal or nightcap.


VUGAVA WINE IN A BUNKER

Vis Island has its very own grape variety called vugava, which is pressed to make a fine white. Lipanović Winery (lipanovic.com/en) is just a few minutes’ walk from Vis Town in an unexpected setting, which is not too surprising considering the island’s military past.

A former bunker has been the new home to this family winery since 2000, where the inside temperature is naturally set to a pleasing 19°C.

Every day from 4pm to 10pm visitors can pop in for a guided tour and tasting – but reserve ahead to ensure there’s space. In addition to the native vugava, wine lovers can also swirl and sip a glass of opol rosé wine, as well as plavac mali, the beloved Dalmatian red.

Scan this QR code to book a tour at Lipanović Winery.

[image: jpg]



A Tour of Komiža

Fishing heritage and beaches

Set on a scenic bay in the shadow of Mt Hum is the pretty port town of Komiža, the island’s other main city with a long fishing tradition. All the action is centred around its bustling port humming with cafes, bars and eateries.

Overlooking the marina at its southern end is the domineering 16th-century Komuna Fisherman Fortress, financed by local fishers to protect their boats (and prized catch) from pirate attacks. At Komiža’s northern tip, Gusarica Beach entices with white pebbles and impossibly clear waters. A younger crowd heads southwards past the abandoned Neptun fish factory to Kamenica Beach for a chilled vibe and buzzing beach-bar scene.

Vis Island Military Tour

On Tito’s trail

The best way to explore the fascinating abandoned bunkers and tunnels, fortified shelters and hidden watchtowers scattered across the island is by jeep or ATV. It’s recommended to tour these sites with a guide, mostly to avoid getting hopelessly lost in the labyrinth of dark tunnels. You can book with a tourist agency in Vis or Komiža.

These once-top-secret military installations were built after WWII by former Yugoslav president Tito. At New Post, explore an underground bunker built into a sea-facing cliff-face where four camouflaged cannons stood ready to defend the island from attacks that never came. At nearby Parja Bay you can see the 150m-long Jastog submarine tunnel which was once carefully camouflaged to avoid detection. Somehow it was deemed too shallow for submarines post-construction and was repurposed for battleships.

Head to Cape Stupišće at the island’s southwestern tip to marvel at the largest of the island’s many military installations: a high-tech (for the time) missile base. Next, follow the road leading to the top of Mt Hum, the island’s highest peak, where a radar station was once posted and today is still occupied by the Croatian army.

Go underground at Vela Glava, where the command centre of the entire region was located until 1990. Inside its 300m-long tunnels lies a bomb shelter that could shelter up to 300 people and six months’ worth of supplies.

WHERE TO STAY ON VIS ISLAND

Hotel San Giorgio

A small, family-run heritage hotel tucked into a lane in charming Kut, east of Vis Town. €€€

Villa Vis

Traditional townhouse in Vis Town with modern-style interiors, close to restaurants, bars and the beach. €€€

Villa Nonna

An old townhouse made up of seven tastefully decorated apartments in the heart of Komiža. €

Explore Hidden Coves & Glowing Caves

Light play and natural wonders

Surprising Stiniva Bay and its tiny beach are almost entirely hemmed in by a circle of rocky cliffs, with only a narrow mouth opening into the sea, wide enough for a small boat. The best view of this natural wonder is from the top of the stony goat path that snakes perilously downwards to the beach from the hamlet of Žužeca. But most beach-hoppers arrive by boat and swim through the rocky passage to the white pebble beach or slip into one of the dinghies tied to the buoy rope. In high season arrive early to avoid congestion at this popular natural swim spot.

The Blue Cave on pocket-sized Biševo Island, just 5km off the southwest coast of Vis, is famed for its sublime blue luminous light created by an underwater opening permeated by sunlight. A number system manages crowds at the dock where visitors are transferred to small fishing boats. You’ll be asked to duck when passing through the small mouth of the cave, with darkness slowly giving way to astonishing blue-toned glowing waters. Swimming is forbidden and don’t expect to spend more than five minutes inside this ethereal underworld.

The Green Cave on Ravnik Island is another mandatory stop on any boat trip. For a fee, you can swim into this otherworldly cavern open to the sea, or explore it from a small boat. Light entering through two holes in the cave’s roof creates brilliant glowing green spotlights in the otherwise murky waters.

Almost every travel agency in both Vis Town and Komiža offers a whistle-stop boat trip to these popular natural attractions, often with swimming and picnic stops along the way.

If it’s beaches you’re after, firm favourites are Prirovo Beach, a short walk from Vis Island harbour; horseshoe-shaped pebbly Grandovac Beach tucked behind the British Cemetery; wild Srebarna Beach of big white pebbles on the southern coast; and sandy Velika Smokova Beach with crystal-clear waters and is only accessible by boat.


VIS ISLAND: A UNESCO GEOPARK

Vis and its archipelago of nearby islands that includes Biševo, Sv Andrija, Brusnik, Jabuka and Palagruža has UNESCO Geopark status thanks to its particular geology.

Jabuka, Brusnik, Biševo and Palagruža are made from volcanic rock formations formed 220 million years ago, making them the geologically oldest islands of their kind in the Adriatic Sea. At the same time the archipelago is also made up of younger formations of rock that are still moving and rising due to tectonic activity.

Visit the Vis Geopark website (geopark-vis.com/eng) to learn more about these geological monuments and the educational Geotrails that crisscross Vis Island.

Scan this QR code to learn more about these geological monuments and the educational Geotrails
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WHERE TO EAT ON VIS ISLAND

Lola

Hidden away in a leafy courtyard in Vis Town with a menu of Mediterranean delights. Dinner only. €€

Fabrika

Smack on Komiža’s seaside promenade, this colourful bistro has an extensive menu with plant-based options. €€

Konoba Gušti Poja

This relaxed tavern with a retro vibe dishes up homestyle meals in Podšpinj, 11km from Vis Town. €€




Makarska Riviera
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FABULOUS BEACHES | MOUNTAIN TRAILS | IDYLLIC NATURE

The Makarska Riviera is made up of a 60km-long stretch of dreamy pebble beaches and seaside promenades. This scenic section of the Dalmatian coastline is sandwiched between the turquoise waters of the Adriatic and a 1500m-high wall created by mighty Mt Biokovo. Sunseekers head to the busy beach towns of Makarska, Baška Voda and Brela for a dose of Vitamin Sea in the hot summer months, while spring and autumn is when hikers come here to clamber up mountain trails and gape at the panoramic views. A good chunk of the towering mountain falls under Biokovo Nature Park, a protected landscape with Sv Jure topping its highest peak at 1762m. At the base of the park is the idyllic mountain town of Kotišina, home to a botanical garden and multimedia Interpretation Centre, while the glass-bottomed Biokovo Skywalk is the park’s latest attraction inaugurated in 2020.
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GETTING AROUND

Regular buses ply the coastal highway, connecting the Makarska Riviera’s coastal towns. A car ferry makes the crossing from Makarska town to Sumartin on nearby Brač Island four times a day. During summer, a high-speed catamaran takes passengers from Makarska to Split, Bol on Brač Island, Korčula Town, Pomena on Mljet Island and Dubrovnik.
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We don’t recommend hiking Mt Biokovo in July and August because of the heat. Stay on marked trails and to be prepared for changing weather conditions. In an emergency call the CroatianMountain Rescue Service on 112.



A Beach Hop Through Makarska

A sunseeker’s paradise

The pretty beach town of Makarska sits on a natural harbour bookended by tree-covered Cape Osejava to the east and the peninsula of St Peter in the west. From here, a 2km strip of pebbly beaches ribbon the shoreline lapped by glassy waters, changing names along the way.

City Beach stretches all the way to Hotel Dalmacija, where it becomes Biloševac Beach and continues to Aminess Khalani Beach Hotel. This is where Buba Beach and its buzzy bar draws party-loving sun-seekers with decibel-defying music. Those looking for something more reclusive should head 2.5km east from the town centre through Osejava Forest Park to the white pebbles and crystal-clear waters of clothing-optional Nugal Beach.

Escape to the Mountain Village of Kotišina

A botanical garden and old fortress

In Makarska town, look for the signs pointing to the paved walking path to Kotišina. It’s a steep but picturesque 3km stroll past olive trees and cheery clusters of broom plants and pomegranate bushes to this picturesque mountain village. Largely destroyed by an earthquake in 1963, today its stone houses have been restored and converted into holiday homes.

Meanwhile, EU funds have breathed new life into Kotišina’s few but notable attractions. Covering a wild 16.5-hectare swath of hillside, 350m to 500m above the village, is the spruced-up Botanical Garden. Founded by Franciscan monk Jure Radić, a wild posse of over 300 endemic species of plants, flowers and medicinal herbs grow among the rocks.

Look up to spot the fortress of Veliki Kaštel in the cliff-face. Inside its newly renovated fortifications is Veliki Kaštel Interpretation Centre with a collection of well-designed multimedia exhibitions across five levels. Learn about Biokovo’s ecosystem, its flora and fauna, and local traditions while engaging all your senses through interactive touch screens, VR headsets and even the scents of local plants.


JADRANSKA MAGISTRALA – CROATIA’S SCENIC COASTAL HIGHWAY

When it was completed in 1965, the single carriageway Jadranska Magistrala was Yugoslavia’s biggest infrastructure project to date, twisting and winding for 818km along the rocky Adriatic coastline from Rijeka all the way to the Albanian border.

By linking the North Adriatic to the south, the highway transformed everyday life in the coastal towns, while also boosting the local economy and sparking the beginnings of tourism in Yugoslavia.



Scaling Heights in Biokovo Nature Park

Soaring mountains and sea views

The 196-sq-km Biokovo Nature Park entices with some of Croatia’s top hiking experiences and most spectacular views over the Adriatic Sea and islands. More than 40 hiking trails crisscross the park but by far the most popular are those snaking uphill to its two highest peaks from Makarska town.

It’s a steady four-hour slog up 1420m to the summit of Vošac, and from here a challenging four-hour onward climb to Sv Jure, Croatia’s third-highest peak at 1762m. For the thrill without the slog, you can drive along the rough single-track 23km road (the highest road in the country) to the summit, where you’ll find a TV tower and tiny church (yes, Croatia’s highest!).

Step out onto the Biokovo Skywalk (open daylight hours April to October; closed during bad weather) for the thrill of standing at a height of 1228m on a semicircular glass walkway protruding 11m from the cliff-face. Stretching below is a fabulous bird’s-eye view of the Makarska Riviera and panoramic seascape, and on clear days you can catch a glimpse of Italy. This attraction is next to the information centre, 13km from the park entrance (a 30-minute drive).


VISITING BIOKOVO NATURE PARK

To reach Biokovo Nature Park, head out on the road from Makarska towards Vrgorac, a 6km journey. The park is accessible on foot, by car, motorcycle or bicycle.

If arriving by car, note that only 20 vehicles per hour are allowed entry into the park at a time due to the narrow single-lane road (which can be a challenge to negotiate!).

Tickets must be booked in advance online at the Biokovo Nature Park website (pp-biokovo.hr/en). Entry prices vary according to the type of vehicle, with bicycles getting the best deal.

Organised trips can also be booked with travel agencies operating in Makarska town. The park is closed to visitors from November to March.

Scan this QR code to book tickets for Biokovo Nature Park.
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WHERE TO STAY IN MAKARSKA

Dalmacija Placeshotel by Valamar

Steps from the promenade with pool, spa centre and rooms with sea-facing balcony. €€€

Aminess Khalani Beach Hotel

Swanky beachfront property with indoor and outdoor pools, a spa and wellness centre. €€€

Hotel Maritimo

Beachside location, balconies with sea views and breakfasts by the water make this a fast favourite. €€

By the Sea in Brela

Dalmatia’s most breathtaking beaches

Brela’s gorgeous 7km stretch of white pebble beaches lapped by impossibly aquamarine waters has popped up on more than one ‘most beautiful beach in Europe’ list. Adding to its allure are the massive Aleppo pines dotting the length of the sea-hugging promenade, their low-hanging branches creating a magical canopy as they gracefully bend towards the sea. This exceptional tableau is completed by majestic Mt Biokovo rising in the background, while in the distance Brač Island looms across the waters.

Northwards along the seaside promenade you’ll find plenty of pretty rocky coves and close to a dozen pebbly beaches to lay down your towel. While the beaches are certainly long, they tend to be narrow, and as a result, it’s elbow-to-elbow in high summer. Don’t think you can reserve your spot the night before…signs warn that anything left on the beach will be removed.

Take a stroll towards Punta Rata where the shoreline bends at a sharp right angle, continuing into a long expanse of beach. You can’t miss a surprising stony outcrop jutting out of the water, topped with seven Aleppo pines that have taken root in the giant stone. This is the Brela Stone, a well-known symbol of this beach town.

If you head southwards from Brela, it’s an easy 30-minute stroll to the neighbouring beachside town of Baška Voda along a seaside path lined with elegant villas. Stretch out on one of the deckchairs at Hugo’s Bar right on the beach for a sunset cocktail while watching the sun dip into the sea.


TRACING NAPOLEON’S PATH

Zigzagging up the slope of Mt Biokovo above Brela is the French Rd – a macadam path that’s a relic of Napoleon’s short rule of Dalmatia in the early 19th century. Though unfinished, what the French emperor had planned as a shortcut over the mountain is considered an excep-tional architectural contribution to road construction.

Today this road is a 5.8km-long hiking path rising to 450m. Signs along the way highlight interesting tidbits about the building technology and construction methods of the time.

With only a 6° incline (it was designed for travel by horse and cart) this easy and steady two-hour climb rewards with sweeping views over Brela, the islands and the Makarska Riviera shimmering below.



WHERE TO EAT IN MAKARSKA

Konoba Kalalarga

Traditional tavern with alfresco seating serving Dalmatian favourites cooked homestyle. €€

Restoran Bura

Ask for their daily specials or tuck into a plate of seafood at this wallet-friendly restaurant facing the harbour. €€

Jež

An upscale restaurant with an elegant decor specialising in seafood dishes. €€





Dubrovnik & Southern Dalmatia

THE PEARL OF THE ADRIATIC AND ITS SHINY SHELL
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Dubrovnik’s reputation precedes it but scratch beneath the Hollywood surface and you’ll find one of the stars of Europe’s Renaissance.
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Dubrovnik old town | Miroslav Posavec/shutterstock ©

Breathtaking Dubrovnik-Neretva County is Dalmatia’s southeasternmost region and the furthest point of Croatia, out on a limb, sequestered by Bosnia Herzegovina and Montenegro.

With the best-preserved walled city in Europe, regional capital Dubrovnik deserves the hype and notoriety; wide, marble paved boulevards lined with monumental baroque churches and Gothic palaces dazzle visitors.
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As well as being aesthetically pleasing, the city and surrounding region (formerly known as the Republic of Ragusa) was a medieval hub of innovation, a beating heart of justice and democracy, the first country in the world for example, to outlaw slavery. The republic was also a sanctuary for refugees of religious persecution and a haven for merchants as this hub of commerce became a key player in the Renaissance.

The borders of Ragusa parallel those of Dubrovnik-Neretva County today; explore beyond the old town and reach for its rural side, with ancient industries living on via vineyards, olive groves, oyster farms and salt pans. Their sophistication is still evident in Ston and its great wall – the largest in Europe; the gardens in Trsteno; the palazzos in the Dubrovačka estuary; the creative Cavtat; and the villages and fortresses of the Konavle Valley.

Whether you’re a history lover, food fanatic or out and out sun-worshipper (the beaches are sublime), a trip to southern Dalmatia is guaranteed to captivate and delight every time.


THE MAIN AREAS

Dubrovnik

Yes, it’s the ‘Pearl of the Adriatic’.

Elaphiti Islands

Escape the crowds on a blissful archipelago.

Cavtat

Seaside town with more history than most.

Konavle Valley

Rolling hills and charming villages.

Korčula

Exceptional wineries and idyllic beaches.

Mljet Island

Underrated island with sweeping lagoons and alcoves.



Find Your Way

Winding coastal roads with incredible views link the villages, towns and a city that make up southern Dalmatia, a thin expanse of land that hugs the sea, completely bordered by the mountains of Bosnia and Herzegovina.
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Plan Your Time

While a grand tour is tempting, Dubrovnik and southern Dalmatia are some distance from the rest of Croatia, linked by the Pelješac Bridge and peak-season ferries. Factor an extra travel day between here and the rest of the country.
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A Quick City Break

• Spend the little time that you have in Dubrovnik. Head to the majestic old town, visiting the fortresses, monasteries, churches, palaces, museums and synagogue, as well as the unmissable City Walls. The best time to start your loop of the walls is during golden hour, around 6pm in summer.

• Spend half a day on Lokrum Island, taking in its beautiful monastery, gardens and swimming spots, and absolutely make time for an afternoon or two on one of the sublime beaches such as Banje and St Jacob, which neighbour the old town.

• Then pop to the next-door suburb of Gruž for craft beers with the locals at Dubrovnik Beer Company.




A Week to Spare

• After a few days moseying in Dubrovnik, make trips to the gems of its former republic. A drive up to Ston, to scale the largest walls in Europe and lunch on oysters fresh from the lagoon, is a great day out.

• On your way back to the city stop at Trsteno Arboretum, a sprawling, peaceful garden with an impressive view that overlooks the Elaphiti Islands. A day trip to the Elaphiti Islands is one of the most unforgettable experiences of any holiday.

• End with a couple of nights on Korčula, cruising the wineries and beaches of this special island.




Slow Travel Sojourn

• Visiting Dubrovnik for a month during the off-season is actually more affordable than you’d think. Really bedding into the history, gastronomy and year-round nightlife is easier now than ever before, particularly with the local council and tourism board supporting digital nomad and remote-worker schemes.

• If island life calls you though, monthly rental on apartments in Korčula are a steal during shoulder seasons and, if you play your cards right, you can find some decent long stays in the summer to really melt into the Dalmatian fjaka – relaxed state of mind.

• Wherever you base yourself be sure to spend quality time on Mljet and the Pelješac Peninsula.



Seasonal Highlights

Dubrovnik is incredibly busy in summer. That’s not to say avoid it, but read our survival tips. Spring and autumn are glorious.

February

The Feast of St Blaise takes place in Dubrovnik on 3 February and is a spectacle like no other. It’s also (usually) Carnival.
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April

Easter is a jubilant affair across the very Catholic Croatia but Dubrovnik is extra special with a grand procession on Good Friday.
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May

The best month to visit Dubrovnik if you like to avoid huge crowds and love a good cold-water swim in the sea.

[image: jpg]

lazyllama/shutterstock ©

July

While July is busy in the city, Dubrovnik’s annual Summer Festival takes place with world-leading music, theatre and dance shows.

Grgo Jelavic/PIXSELL/Alamy Stock Photo ©
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September

Like May, this shoulder-season month is a great time to enjoy the old city with less crowds. The sea is still warm and beaches quieter.
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October

It’s off-season, bargain accommodation is feasible and days are still warm and bright. There are usually great food festivals.

AJSTUDIO PHOTOGRAPHY/shutterstock ©
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December

Advent Christmas Market is huge across Croatia but Dubrovnik’s has that magical edge, with the town lit up by sparkling lights.

OPIS Zagreb/shutterstock ©

[image: jpg]




Dubrovnik
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MEDIEVAL HISTORY | BEACH LIFE | FINE WINES

Catapulted to international popularity by HBO’s hit show Game of Thrones, Dubrovnik is busier than it’s ever been before. Swathes of tourists come to marvel at the 16th-century walls that fortify the magnificent streets of the old town below; where steep narrow steps and winding alleys lead to busy thoroughfare, the Stradun. They’ve all come to be dazzled by the well-preserved Gothic, Renaissance and baroque architecture, which, next to Venice, is some of the finest in the world.

With visitor numbers at an all-time high, locals are starting to wonder if there are lessons to be learned from other overtouristed cities in Europe before it’s too late. There’s so much more to this city of 28,000 people than its old town; it’s a regional hub for education, employment and cultural events, so take your time and get to know the city outside the walls, as well as within.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1City Walls & Forts

SIGHTS

2Banje Beach

3Lokrum Island

4Rector’s Palace

5Red History Museum

6Sponza Palace

7Mt Srđ

8St Blaise’s Church

9St Jacob Beach

10War Photo Limited

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11Hotel Belvedere

12Šulić Beach

13Way of the Cross Pathway

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14Bar Dodo

15Bikers Cafe

16Club Revelin

17Dubrovnik Beer Factory

18D’Vino Wine Bar

19Glam Bar

20Lazareti

21Love Bar

SHOPPING

22Gruž Market

23Suveniri Bačan

TRANSPORT

24Cable Car




GETTING AROUND

From Dubrovnik Airport, shuttle buses to the city leave around 30 minutes after every flight. If you arrive by ferry to Gruž port, local bus routes (1A, 1, 3) regularly head into the old town. Beyond the old town, seven local routes take you to Gruž and Lapad. For more bus routes visit libertasdubrovnik.hr/en.

The city has pay-as-you-go mopeds called Mynt bikes. Simply download an app and top up your credit to hop on and drive yourself around.
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Aim for shoulder season – May or late September/October misses the mega-peak and you’ll get a spot on the beach and a table for dinner. In June, July and August, be sure to reserve restaurants, hotels and day trips well in advance.



Old Town Glory

It’s a beauty, make no mistake

With over 1000 years of culture to absorb, Dubrovnik’s walled town can seem overwhelming, particularly on a summer’s day in peak season. The crowds, the heat and the generally exorbitant prices on the Stradun – the main thoroughfare that links the Pile Gate to the protected harbour – are enough to defeat even the most seasoned traveller. But don’t let that beat you. There’s an incredible gem of a city to get to grips with and, if you plan it right, avoiding peak season if possible, there’s stunning architecture in this unique, UNESCO-listed destination.

The former seat of government for the whole of the Ragusan Republic, and one of the most impressive buildings standing in the old town, the Gothic-Renaissance Rector’s Palace is now a Cultural History Museum, with beautifully restored rooms where portraits, coats of arms and coins are displayed, bringing the history of Dubrovnik to life.

The humble Renaissance-era Sponza Palace is one of the oldest buildings still standing in Dubrovnik, having survived the earthquake in 1667. It’s free to pop your head in and admire the sweeping, column-lined cloister hall within, and the Memorial Room of the Defenders of Dubrovnik, a very moving exhibition honouring those who died defending the city during the Homeland War. Opposite is the baroque marvel, St Blaise Church, a delightfully ornate structure dedicated to Dubrovnik’s patron saint which was built in 1715. The interior houses grand marble altars and a 15th-century statue of St Blaise, who holds a model of the city, pre-earthquake.


OLD TOWN SURVIVAL TIPS
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Ivan Vuković, photographer and tour guide (dubrovnik-tourist-guides.com)

Buža & Ploče Gates

Rule number one: wake up early to beat the crowds. Avoid entering by the Pile Gate as all the cruise-ship tour groups come in this way. Use the Buža and Ploče Gates instead.

Side streets

Walk around the side streets. There are lots of steps but it’s worth it to see where locals still live.

Dining

If there’s someone outside the restaurant with a menu inviting you in, it’s probably not going to be good. Especially if the menu has pictures, that’s a big no.

Basketball

You can play with the locals, and there’s a tiny door leading to the magnificent court in the old town. They play every afternoon from 6pm.
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Beyond the Walls

City, hiking and beach holiday in one

After taking in the sights and sounds of the marble streets of the old town, you will likely want a breather and to relish the fresh air that surrounds the City Walls. The gorgeous pebbled beaches, Banje and St Jacob, lure visitors with the promise of relaxation on a sunbed. Banje is the easiest to access, right next to the old town, which of course means it’s the busiest – so if you have the time and energy, take the 20-minute walk along to St Jacob Beach, which still has the old town view on the horizon – it’s well worth taking the steps down (and, more importantly, back up). To get even further away from the crowds, pass St Jacob and walk along to the ruined Hotel Belvedere, the locals’ favourite swimming spot. There’s no beach but great rocks and an old port to laze on and watch young folks show off their diving skills.

All this is overlooked by the plateau of Mt Srđ, 412m above sea level. Dubrovnik’s old town looks even more fantastical from Srđ’s peak, with views that also take in Lokrum and the Elaphiti Islands on the horizon. The quickest way to get to the top is by cable car (dubrovnikcablecar.com), but the serotonin gains after a sunrise or sunset hike up the Way of the Cross pathway are pretty unmatchable. You can also get bus 17 from the Pile stop to Bosanka and then walk up the final 1.5km to the top.

BEST BARS IN DUBROVNIK OLD TOWN

Glam Bar

Local favourite down a quiet side street. Sweet craft-beer selection and the old town’s best-priced drinks. €

Soul Caffe & Rakhija Bar

Excellent wines, beers and rakija with live jazz in the alley most nights. The ham and cheeseboard is special. €€

Beach Bar Dodo

Local favourite open all day for beers, burgers and chilled vibes under the watchful eye of Fort Lawrence. €

Dubrovnik Like a Local

Join the 1500 old towners

You really won’t meet locals more passionate about their hometown than Dubrovnikers, as Mihaela Skurić, director at the Institute for the Restoration of Dubrovnik, summarised for us: ‘It’s not just a place where you live, it’s part of you. Every individual here is made of the city, and the city is made of us.’ It’s easy to wander round the old town in awe, not really taking it in, but chatting with locals in their favourite bars, or even staying in the city for a longer stretch if you’re a remote worker, will reveal the unsung treasures hidden in plain sight.

A good place to start is with a coffee at Bar Dodo, Glam Bar or Bikers Cafe, or go for evening beers in Gruž; Dubrovnik Beer Company is a local favourite, too. Get around on the handy Mynt pay-as-you-go mopeds, or check out the exhibitions and parties at the beautifully restored old quarantine that is now an event space, Lazareti. If you’re a party animal, Club Revelin is where to find the ravers. Check out the War Photo Limited gallery for an important insight into what the city went through in the Homeland War of the 1990s.


AN ORLANDO MEASURE

One of the emblems of Dubrovnik, appearing on postcards and posters, the statue of Orlando (aka Orlando’s Column) has been standing outside St Blaise Church for 600 years. The monument means a lot to locals as he’s their version of the ancient knight Roland, famed for his service to Emperor Charlemagne and venerated for representing the independence of free cities – a bit like a King Arthur of sorts.

Renamed Orlando by the Italians, this statue is the most southern Roland in Europe and more than just an emblem of freedom – the Dubrovnik textiles industry historically used Orlando’s forearm, 51.25cm long, as their measure.



Game of Thrones Effect

HBO’s hit show changed everything

Game of Thrones is unavoidable in Dubrovnik. The walls, steps and forts stood in for King’s Landing from season 2 onwards and pretty much every old town local you meet was an extra in the show – there’s no resentment, only love. Game of Thrones tours of varying quality loop the old town every day. You can join a group tour to get the gist of it or go with a film specialist such as Ivan Vuković (dubrovnik-tourist-guides.com).

BEST RESTAURANTS IN THE OLD TOWN

Trattoria Carmen

Hole-in-the-wall near the old harbour. Incredible seafood, steaks and pasta at the most reasonable prices in town. €€

Lady Pi-Pi

Affordable pint-sized spot overlooking the old city’s terracotta roofs; great seafood platter. Book ahead. €€

Restaurant 360

Michelin-listed spot within the walls overlooking the harbour. You won’t find better oysters than Ston shellfish. €€€


HOTEL BELVEDERE

A 20-minute walk east of the old city, Hotel Belvedere opened in 1985 as one of the most luxurious hotels on the Adriatic coast. The massive structure built into the cliffside stands at 18 floors and had more than 200 rooms but is now another of Croatia’s eerily beautiful and slowly dilapidating abandoned hotels, a victim of the Homeland War of the 1990s. It’s popular with Game of Thrones fans as its little seaside helipad is one of the many filming locations of the series, but it’s also a mainstay swimming spot for young locals who lap the seas as the imposing structure looks down over the bay.



A Town So Festive

Dubrovnik knows how to party

The Feast of St Blaise (Sv Vlaho or Sv Blaž) is a unique Dubrovnik event. On 3 February every year the whole county floods into the old town wearing traditional costumes to celebrate their patron saint. Locals line the streets as the saint’s relics are paraded down the Stradun to St Blaise Church.

Following St Blaise, usually in mid-February depending on when Easter falls, Dubrovnik has a 10-day Carnival of theatre, productions, concerts and traditional dancing culminating in a masked ball. It’s more Italianesque/Venice-like than the Carnival held in Rijeka (Croatia’s biggest Carnival), which has a more Eastern European vibe with animal costumes paraded. Dubrovnik’s Carnival is all masks and is overtly elegant – no beast heads here.

Started in 1950, Dubrovnik Summer Festival is a classy affair of classical music, poetry and theatre productions. Taking place throughout July and August, the events showcase local and international artists who play in the city’s stunning churches and palaces. Performers over the decades have included Duke Ellington, Dizzy Gillespie, Ravi Shankar, and Daniel Day Lewis – the latter played Hamlet at a production in Fort Lawrence in 1989.

And finally, the Advent market is a big deal here.

Love Lokrum

Protected holy island with character

Verdant green Lokrum is a beautiful little island just a 10-minute ferry ride from Dubrovnik’s Old Harbour. It’s the perfect place to escape the hubbub of the old town for an afternoon, with multitudinous swimming spots and interesting sights. The island’s main feature is the large Benedictine monastery, with lovely cloisters and gardens, but don’t miss having a float on the small saltwater lake known as the Dead Sea.


DUBROVNIK PASS

Available for one, three or seven days, the Dubrovnik Pass includes entry to the coveted City Walls (which alone are €35 to walk) as well as free entry to museums, galleries, a palace and a monastery. And if that’s not enough, you get free public transport, too.



VEGAN DUBROVNIK EXISTS!

Nishta

Plant-based scene stalwarts. Seasonal menu includes Asian fusion and Mexican by chef Gildas Remy. €€

Vege Dub

A tip-top menu of fast-food favourites and Vege Dub’s well-known vegan pizza, the best of its kind in Croatia. €€

Urban & Veggie

Largest vegan place in town. Charming staff, huge garden and delicious plates including mouth-watering breakfasts. €€
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It’s Wine Time

Raise a glass to southern Dalmatia vineyards

There are two major wine areas in the Dubrovnik region: the rolling hills of the Konavle Valley to the east of the city and across the plains of the Pelješac Peninsula to the northwest. The viniculture here goes back 2000 years at least and was a hugely lucrative industry during the Renaissance heyday of the Ragusan Republic, so many families can hand on heart say they’ve produced wine for centuries.

You have endless options for wine tasting. If you’re looking to stay inside the old town, D’Vino Wine Bar offers an excellent range. You can swing by any time but it’s smart to reserve a table during peak season. Or for wine pairing with dinner, wine expert Domagoj Žeravica (he’s mid PhD on local grapes, in fact) gives the best food and wine tour in the city. Drop him a line at info@deliciousdubrovnik.com for availability. Tours run at 4pm and 7pm daily.

Numerous tours will take you from Dubrovnik out to the Pelješac and Konavle Valley areas, but if you’d like to do it yourself, book a visit to Crvik Winery. Petar Crvik’s family have been making wine at their home in the Konavle Valley since the 1800s, so to say it’s in his blood is an understatement. His merlot is astounding, which he attributes to the microclimate in the area and the soil that’s not too acidic. It’s the award-winning vilin ples you’ll want to carry home with you though, a fine blend of cabernet sauvignon, merlot and the local grape plavac. Email Petar (crvik.vino@gmail.com) to arrange a wine-tasting visit.


NOMADING AROUND

A new Dubrovnik Digital Nomads-in-Residence (DNiR) program now offers nomads training and a platform to run their own events, while showcasing the city as an appealing place for long stays. Part of this scheme is the 30-day Dubrovnik Pass. You can apply through the Dubrovnik Tourism Board by showing them proof of a 28-day stay or longer.

The program was trialled in off-season and participants found the city had strong-enough wi-fi, transport links, good cafes to work from and reasonable monthly rental prices in non-peak months. Scan this QR code to find out about the digital residency program.
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BEST BEACHES IN DUBROVNIK

St Jacob Beach

Worth the descent down 162 steps, with majestic old town views. It has a beach bar, umbrellas and beds for hire.

Danče Beach

The deep waters are popular with locals who lounge on the rocks before diving in. One of the city’s best sunset spots.

Uvala Lapad Beach

Popular family-friendly beach; it has safe and inviting shallow waters, and small pebbles stretching along the shore.



DUBROVNIK WALKING TOUR
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We recommend starting this tour of Dubrovnik’s old town from 1 Ploče Gate, the eastern entrance, which is far less busy and instantly scenic. Go through the gate, take a few steps to your left and enjoy the 2 Old Harbour viewpoint, looking down over the charming port. Keep following the Ploče Gate path as the lane gets narrower and stop at the 3 Dominican Monastery on the right, a peaceful 13th-century oasis with a wonderful museum of holy relics and silver.

Afterwards, pop down the steps and make a quick stop at 4 Peppino’s Gelato for the best ice cream in town, then head into the heart of the city, Luza Sq, to see its emblem 5 Orlando’s Column and the majestic 6 St Blaise Church, which honours Dubrovnik’s patron saint. Veer to the left of the church and you’ll soon reach the Gothic marvel, 7 Rector’s Palace, which is a fab local-history museum today.

Turn left after the palace to reach the fortressed 8 Maritime Museum, which has a City Walls entrance outside, before heading up into the city to 9 Church of St Ignatius and the famous 10 Jesuit Stairs. Slowly let the steps lead you down to 11 Gundulićeva Poljana Market for local produce and wares before crossing over the Stradun to the remarkable 12 Dubrovnik Synagogue, a real gem in the city.

Then it’s time to tackle the 13 Stradun. It’s likely to be busy as the town’s main artery, but go slow and take it all in with stops at the 14 War Photo Limited gallery and the 15 Franciscan Church & Monastery, both off the Stradun to the right.

Finally splash your face and refill any water bottles at 16 Onofrio’s Large Fountain on the left, before you end at the 17 City Walls Pile Gate Entrance, which is the better place to start walking the walls.



Whatever Floats Your Boat

Dubrovnik’s kayaks have beach lovers covered

If you’re one of those energetic, thrill-seeking travellers, there’s lots of that on offer on the shores of Dubrovnik, with sea kayaking being big business in the city. There are companies leaving from Banje Beach, St Jacob Beach and dinky Šulić Beach under Fort Lawrence, where a leader will take you out on a great loop around the old town, Lokrum Island and back. The views of Dubrovnik are incredible from the sea and your arms will thank you for the workout! Booking tickets in advance is recommended in high season. Head to the beach or ask at your accommodation to book.

If your need for speed is greater than a good old kayak, jet-ski tours leave Dubrovnik’s shores too. Companies such as the aptly named Jet Ski Dubrovnik run themed loops that start from €200 an hour (jetski-rent-dubrovnik.com/jet-ski-safari).

Gruž Is the Word

Local vibes in Dubrovnik’s large seaport

If you’re arriving by ferry from Split, Hvar, Korčula or elsewhere, or pulling into town on a cruise liner, Gruž is the first corner of Dubrovnik you’ll step foot on. Most people just make a beeline for the old town, but this suburb is a cool area where locals live and tend to hang out of an evening. So why not make a day of it and check out Gruž Market, one of the largest open-air markets in Dubrovnik, before heading to the truly unmissable Red History Museum, a brilliantly presented collection of artefacts from Croatia’s years as a state of Yugoslavia, covering cute, retro nostalgia as well as bleak truths about living under an autocracy.

In the evening make sure to get a craft beer or two, some solid grub and maybe even have a dance at Dubrovnik Beer Company, locally known as DBC. For cocktails, bay views and great DJs, stick your head into Love Bar around the corner to see who’s playing.


KEEPING THE CRAFT ALIVE

Suveniri Bačan is a must-visit spot. Proprietress Lena Bačan Janjalija and her family are keeping a local arts tradition alive in their wonderfully colourful family store that sells blouses, bags, bookmarks and more, all embroidered with rare handsewn patterns specific to this region.

In 2023, it was the 50th anniversary of the store, a humble little shop tucked away at 6 Prijeko St, an otherwise bustling (you could even say hectic) lane full of restaurants and bars.

It was Lena’s mother who opened the store in 1953, moving from the Konavle region as the city modernised, and opening the shop in the old town.

It’s now the last of its kind.




Scan the QR code to discover day trips from Dubrovnik
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BEST GIFT SHOPS IN DUBROVNIK

Life According to Kawa

Jon Kawaguchi stocks exquisite souvenirs by local artists. Sweet-toothed expats like his backroom candy store.

Discover Croatia

Quirky, artisan-made souvenirs. Its branch on the Stradun has everything from unusual postcards to olive oils.

Bačan Souvenirs

Konavle embroidery from bookmarks to shirts, bags to bracelets. Incredible artistry not to be missed.



TOP SIGHT
Dubrovnik’s City Walls

Croatia’s number-one tourist attraction, Dubrovnik’s City Walls are majestic and truly unforgettable. Circling the old town in one unbroken loop, the impressive walls grace visitors with resplendent views of the palaces, churches, streets and alleys within, and look out to the azure hues of the Adriatic Sea.
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Dubrovnik city walls | Viliam.M/shutterstock ©


LOOKING AFTER THE WALLS

Scan this QR code for the official site of the charity that maintains the walls.
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DON’T MISS

Fort Minčeta

Caffe Bar Salvatore

Basketball courts

Foundry Museum

Fort Lawrence



The Mighty Walls

Stretching a monumental 1940m in length, Dubrovnik’s old town walls are the largest and most well preserved in Europe. The current fortifications have been standing 25m tall for over 500 years. You can thank Dubrovnik locals for that. Any time modernisation or development was mooted by fleeting municipal governments, the old towners doggedly refused, fighting back against numerous suggestions that sections be pulled down. So much so that, in 1952, the Society of Friends of Dubrovnik Antiquities was formed, the charitable organisation that restores, manages and maintains the walls today.

Walking the Walls

Walking the full loop of the City Walls of Dubrovnik takes around an hour, if you keep a consistent pace and don’t stop for photoshoots or refreshments at the cafe.

There are three entrance points; the Pile Gate, the Ploče Gate and the Maritime Museum, and you can buy your ticket there if you haven’t already done so in advance or invested in the Dubrovnik Pass. To avoid accidents, congestion and general confusion, the path leads in an anticlockwise loop only. It can get very busy as you can well imagine, so don’t attempt it in a rush.

History of the Walls

Defensive walls were first built around Dubrovnik in the 9th century, but it was the Middle Ages that saw proper fortifications pop up using 1.5m-thick stone, with 15 turrets built to line the perimeter.

Ragusa (as it was known then) was under constant threat of attack, even after allying with the Ottoman Empire (rather than the Venetians) in 1382, so the barriers were made thicker, higher and stronger until the town was completely fortified by the 15th century. The following centuries saw the walls constantly being updated with the best warfare tech possible. They were permanently guarded until the Republic of Ragusa ended following Napoleon’s conquest in 1808.

Foundry Museum

Under Fort Minčeta, one of the most picturesque highlights of the City Walls, sits the hidden little gem Gornji Ugao (which means upper corner), aka the Foundry Museum. It was covered up for centuries until remains were unearthed in 2008.

All sorts of metalwork weaponry was produced here until the earthquake that hit Dubrovnik in 1667. Since that time it has been sealed over and forgotten about, making it one of the best-preserved examples of a medieval foundry in the world. Entrance is included in your ticket and it’s well worth going in.

Fort Lawrence

Dubrovnik’s patron and protector St Blaise adorns the walls of the colossal Fort Lawrence, built on an adjacent hill 37m above sea level, overlooking the sea-facing walls of the old town. Built in 1301 to keep watch over the city’s western side and stand guard for land or sea invasion, it’s a huge beast with walls up to 12m wide. It’s pretty empty inside but worth popping in for the incredible views of the old town over the bay – entry is included with the City Wall tickets.


PRESERVING THE WALLS

The walls have been restored constantly since the 1950s. Mihaela Skurić of Institute for the Restoration of Dubrovnik says that weeds and sea salt cause deterioration, and earlier restoration with cement caused damage. One section at a time is repaired, usually in winter. Entry profits maintain the walls and all fortresses and defences in the region.



TOP TIPS

• Visit during golden hour, aka the hour before sunset, it’s cooler and the light is incredible.

• Take refreshments, as the walk takes an hour or more.

• Avoid the heat of the day in the summer as there’s little to no shade.

• Look out for the two basketball courts, tucked away in different corners of the city.

• Your ticket is valid for 72 hours, so you can visit the external forts and museum over the following days.

• Caffe Bar Salvatore is a great refreshment stop, on the wall, with stunning views of the sea – but expect steep prices.






Beyond Dubrovnik
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While we are all drawn to Dubrovnik’s old town, there’s a richness of gastronomy, architecture and natural sights in the wider area.


At its peak, the Republic of Ragusa (which is present-day Dubrovnik-Neretva County) stretched from the defensive walls of Ston at its northernmost flank, for 100km to the limits of the Konavle Valley in the southeast.

For a proper picture of what made the republic so prosperous and internationally admired, or just to get out of the city centre and unwind in rural surrounds, spend a few days slowly moseying around the mountainous and historical region. Indulge in the incredible wines of the Pelješac Peninsula, swim in the freshwater sources of the River Ombla, dive in the sea near Trsteno or stroll its idyllic arboretum gardens. Looking inside some of the stunning restored Renaissance palazzos in Slano or Sustjepan gives a sense of the wealth and artistic nature of the great Ragusan thalassocracy.


GETTING AROUND

There are two ways to get around this long, thin expanse of scenic coast: driving or using public transport – buses depart from Dubrovnik’s bus station.

While driving is the more appealing option in many ways, you can’t make the most of the breathtaking views as you need to focus on the very winding (and steep) mountainside coastal roads in front of you. Our advice: take the buses to pore over the scenery. For timetables go to Libertas Dubrovnik (libertasdubrovnik.hr/en).



Great Wall of Ston

Europe’s longest defensive walls

Croatia, and indeed Europe’s, longest defensive structure, the Walls of Ston, were built in the 14th century to protect the Republic of Ragusa from attack but, more importantly, to defend the incredibly lucrative salt farms in the sea basin below. Salt was at some points in medieval Europe worth more than gold, so defending the villages of Ston was crucial for the financial success of the republic.

Today you can traverse the length of the walls, starting in either Mali Ston (aka Little Ston), the smaller village near the excellent oyster farms and seafood restaurants, or in Ston itself, an unspoiled small town, complete with the Kaštio Fort and paved slabs for roads. It takes around half an hour to walk from one end of the walls to the other, but don’t rush, as you’ll want to take in the gorgeous views of the bays and towns below. And while the steps aren’t too steep, we don’t recommend taking them on in the midday heat of summer lest you boil like the oysters in the pots below.
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TOP TIP

Pack swimwear wherever you go in summer and autumn, as you never know when you’ll chance upon a brilliant swimming spot.



Wineries of the Pelješac Peninsula

Enjoy a wine-tasting day trip

The Pelješac Peninsula is the long, thin 70km of land that stretches above Mljet and Korčula, with short and easy ferry links to both. It’s famed for its vineyards, with many Dubrovnik wine-tasting day trips heading this way. The region is known and loved for its hearty red wines, particularly plavac mali, the grape variety specific to southern Dalmatia, reared on the slopes of Dingač and Postup. It’s a delicious robust red with whiffs of cherry and spices.

If you’d rather take in the area by yourself, be sure to hit up renowned wineries Grgić Vina or Matuško. It’s probably best to stay the night in one of the local holiday apartments, as you’ll be slightly legless once the wineries are done with you.


BEST PLACES TO SWIM OUTSIDE DUBROVNIK

Ombla River

The most refreshing swimming spot in southern Dalmatia and life-affirmingly scenic. Come hang for the day and make friends with the locals.

Trsteno Brsečine Beach

A divine little pebble beach a stone’s throw from Trsteno in a nice cove protected from big waves. It has shallow, bright-blue waters to ease yourself into.

Mali Ston Beach

A humble, well-shaded little swimming spot near the seafood restaurants and harbour. A dip in this pebble beach is well deserved after conquering the length of the walls.



Ombla Springs Eternal

A local favourite swimming hole

Undoubtedly one of Dubrovnik’s best-kept secrets, the unfathomably dinky River Ombla is one of the shortest rivers in the world and the summer hangout and hallowed swimming spot for the city’s locals. At a mere 30m long, the river springs straight from a karst cave within the looming mountain that frames it – but you can’t reach the spring itself, which is closed to the public by HEP, the local electricity board, which plans to build a hydroelectric plant in situ in the future. You can, however, jump in the deliciously cold waters, the coolest you’ll find in the region during summer, from the small piers and abandoned water mill that surround it. It’s a gorgeous spot, lined by lush greenery and old-world houses, protected by the Ombla Bridge before it flows off into the infinitely larger Dubrovačka River, which in turn leads to the sea. There are no shops nearby but a hidden gem of a restaurant on the Ombla shore, Fat Bastard Smokehouse & BBQ, is run by a friendly couple and their lovely dog.
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Deep Greens at Trsteno Arboretum

More than a Game of Thrones backdrop

Built in the 15th century by the Gučetić (Gozze) family, one of the wealthiest noble families in Dubrovnik, the sprawling Trsteno Arboretum is truly Arcadian, perched on a hilltop with glorious views over the Adriatic and Elaphiti Islands below. Its paths twist and turn through rare trees, shrubs and plants, as the founding counts requested seeds and saplings be brought back by merchants and explorers, all which continue to flourish centuries later despite the troubles of the Homeland War in the ’90s’. The water features are what really impress here though, with an aqueduct in place to keep the gardens irrigated and an imposing fountain/pond/grotto with Neptune lording it over us all.


STON CAKE IS ONE IN A MILLION

OK, this may not sound tantalising but stonska torta, the local speciality in both Ston and Mali Ston, is an unmissable feature of local culinary culture that you really won’t find anywhere else in the country. The main bulk ingredient is layers of penne pasta, which may sound odd but the chocolate, ground walnuts, ground almonds, cinnamon and cheekiest dash of rum all work together to make a delicious, sweet and incredibly filling dessert. Be sure to leave enough room for afters when you’re chowing down on oysters and fancy seafood.



Rector’s Palace at Slano

A stately home, Dubrovnik-style

Just a minute or two’s drive from the centre of quaint little seaside village Slano sits a regal-looking and architecturally rare Gothic-Renaissance palace, established in 1447 for the Rector (ruler) of Ragusa (Dubrovnik) as his holiday home, when he presumably needed a break from the hubbub of the busy city centre. It’s been restored and opened as a fantastic museum by the Society of Friends of Dubrovnik Antiquities, who also look after the Dubrovnik City Walls, so if you’re wondering where your city-wall fee went, look no further than this lush gem.

BEST SEAFOOD RESTAURANTS IN STON

Barba Ston

Modern, airy joint by the city gate. Seafood with a modern twist like octopus burgers, and the best Ston cake in town. €

Stagnum

Off a restaurant-packed alley with a leafy garden, welcoming service and reasonable prices. Try the squid-ink risotto. €

Kapetanova Kuća

A local institution for almost 50 years, this classy Mali Ston spot has incredible seafood and huge portions. €€




Elaphiti Islands
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MEDIEVAL RUINS | BOAT TRIPS | SUPER BEACHES

Visitors have been wowed by the gorgeous Elaphiti archipelago since the 1st century CE, with Roman author Pliny the Elder raving about the flora and fauna. Yet the group of 12, three of which are inhabited, remain unspoiled by modernity, providing an escape from the hustle and bustle of Dubrovnik for thousands of years.

Šipan, Lopud and Koločep are the main islands, with most boat trips arriving in Šipan by lunchtime; the largest of the group is famous for its sprawling olive groves and lush vegetation, cute villages and the occasional goat, while Lopud is loved for its sandy beaches and medieval ruins, and you might even find a granny selling her recently spun lace – the island had a weaving industry for centuries.

Ferries run to all three islands from Dubrovnik’s larger Gruž port if you’re in the market for a self-driven, lengthier stay, but day trips by ship or speedboat depart from the little harbour in Dubrovnik’s old town.
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SIGHTS

1Church of Holy Mary of Spilice

2Church of St Leonard

3Church of St Mary Magdalene

4Goravica Family Farm

5Grand Hotel Lopud

6Lopud 1483

7Šipanska Luka 241

8St Nicholas Church

9Suđurađ

10Šunj Beach




GETTING AROUND

A number of private boat-tour companies will guide you around the Elaphiti Islands. However, if you prefer to go DIY, Jadrolinija (jadrolinija.hr/en) car ferries leave twice a day from the Gruž port heading to Koločep, Lopud and then on to Šipan. If you’re a foot passenger, a catamaran run by TP Line Dubrovnik (tp-line.hr/en/timetable) departs once a day and heads directly to Šipan.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Myriad day boat trips head to the Elaphiti Islands from Dubrovnik. Most are large, cheap vessels that pack on as many tourists as possible. If you can afford a private boat tour, it’s worth it for expert guides like Rewind Dubrovnik (rewinddubrovnik.com).



Lazing on Lopud

Lopud and its medieval vibes

Car-free Lopud Island has the prettiest settlement of the Elaphiti Islands, with stone houses overlooked by fortress ruins and surrounded by gardens. There are a lot of impressive medieval ruins to explore – the island has been covered in monasteries since the 12th century.

There’s a little beach in the town, but you’re better off walking across the island to the beautiful sandy Šunj Beach, where you’ll find a little bar serving fish. The walk takes about 25 minutes, or you can grab a ride in a golf cart. On the walk there you will find the tiniest of chapels, the very old and moving Church of St Leonard. The Church of St Mary Magdalene is another petit but lovely example of Renaissance design, and the oldest church here, 9th-century St Nicholas Church, is one for hikers as well as history buffs, with incredible views of the sea from its mind-bogglingly old windows.

Tucked behind the gorgeous Renaissance Church of Holy Mary of Spilice hides one of the most exclusive resorts in Croatia, Lopud 1483 – a 15th-century Franciscan monastery restored by renowned designer Francesca Thyssen-Bornemisza. The Beckham family holidayed at this five-suite stay, which is rented exclusively to those who are extremely wealthy. Don’t even ask us how much it is to stay here per night but do have a wander around the perimeter to marvel at the resort. The rest of us mere mortals can choose from a range of reasonably priced holiday apartments and villas on Lopud.

Bounce a few hundred years forward to the Grand Hotel Lopud. The Grand was the first hotel opened on the island in 1937, designed by Nikola Dobrović, who was clearly a big fan of French architect, Le Corbusier. Tragically, the building was used as a holding camp for the Jews of Dubrovnik by the ruling fascists during WWII but was reopened during the Yugoslavian years and reconstructed in the 1970s – it has now been empty for 30 years.


ŠIPAN & THE OLIVES

Aside from being known for its immensely chilled-out atmosphere, beautiful old-world buildings in the two small towns, and sparkling blue waters, the island of Šipan is also an olive haven. Some of the most delicious olive oils in the country are produced here, mostly from the backyard of local families’ fields, who do not mass produce but are happy to sell you bottles of olive oil or offer you a tasting.

The island even holds the Guinness World Record for the most olive trees per sq metre.



Šipan’s Carob Comeback

Reviving an ancient agricultural tradition

The largest of the Elaphiti Islands is 16-sq-km Šipan. It was a favourite with the Dubrovnik aristocracy, who built houses on the island. Most ferries dock in Suđurađ village, a little harbour lined with stone houses and the large 16th-century fortified Skočibuha castle (not open to the public).

When your boat docks in Suđurađ, you’ll quickly clock the signs that are advertising wineries and olive-oil tasting – some are hand-painted, all are hosted on small local family-run farms. But one such outfit is doing something special. Born and bred on Šipan, where his family has lived for 450 years, Mato Goravica gave up his burgeoning career as a sea captain to revive a forgotten local delicacy: the carob.

Carob trees are native to the Mediterranean and grow across Dalmatia where carob is known as Šipanski rogač (carob from Šipan). But for generations locals focused on growing olives and cultivating vineyards, leaving the carob behind. Wanting to revive his island’s tradition of raising some of the finest carob pods in the world, Mato returned home to harness this gap in the market and in 2011 he bought a traditional mill. Mato now processes all the carob pods of the Elaphiti Islands and his operation produces 15 tonnes of carob powder a year, selling to local bakeries and hotels. So hats off to Mato, whose farm produces delicious wine and olive oil, too. While you’re visiting Šipan, be sure to visit the Goravica family farm and savour the flavours (goravica.com/en).

On the other side of the island, Šipanska Luka village has the remains of a Roman villa and a 15th-century Gothic duke’s palace.


WHY YOU SHOULD VISIT ELAPHITI
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Lukša Malohodžić, Director, Rewind Dubrovnik, rewinddubrovnik.com

The islands are busier since I was a kid but the roots are the same. There are still schools, people living here. They’re living, breathing community islands. We Dubrovnik locals head over on the weekends, 20 minutes by boat, and you have a totally different feeling with different energy.

Snorkelling

The Adriatic Sea is so clean here, it’s crystal clear. You should go snorkelling in the caves of Koločep.

Beaches

Lopud has amazing sandy beaches, the only beaches in this region with very fine sand.

Food

And you must go to Šipan for the food, amazing local cheeses and olive oils.



WHERE TO EAT ON THE ELAPHITI ISLANDS

Bowa, Šipan

Bookings include boat transfer. Enjoy mussels, charcuterie and a classy atmosphere. Book a cabana table. €€

Konoba Kod Marka, Šipan

Boats dock in the picturesque bay for pricey but worth-it food, including octopus burgers and octopus pie. €€

Mandrac Seafood Restaurant, Lopud

Quaint dockside place with a local vibe. Fresh seafood and homemade desserts. €




Cavtat
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PEACE & QUIET | STUNNING ARCHITECTURE | CHIC RIVIERA

The most southern town in Croatia, Cavtat sits practically equidistant between Dubrovnik and the Montenegrin border. It’s a peaceful and extremely pretty town that’s distinctly more relaxed in pace than its infamous neighbour, with a restaurant-lined riviera, wonderful beaches and some fantastic 19th-century architecture dotted about. It so happens that it’s the elder of the two; Cavtat is Dubrovnik’s older sibling, if you will.

Epidaurus, as the Greeks called it, has been occupied since the 6th century BCE, and was renamed Epidaurum by the Romans a few hundred years later. A settlement thrived here for almost a thousand years before Dubrovnik was even a twinkle in Rome’s eye. Historians aren’t exactly sure why Epidaurum was completely abandoned in the 7th century but it wasn’t until medieval times that a town was built here again, flourishing in the 19th century, as is evident from buildings still standing from that era, lining the promenade.
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GETTING AROUND

A bus runs about every hour from Dubrovnik to Cavtat. You can also arrive in Cavtat by boat from Dubrovnik. If you’re coming from the airport, it’s a straightforword 6km taxi journey to the town.




[image: ] TOP TIP

While the drive is easy, arriving by boat is the most romantic, as Italianesque domes peek out between the trees. Boats are cheap and depart hourly or so from Dubrovnik’s old town harbour in peak season. Cavtat’s old town is walkable.



Cavtat Has Some Secrets

Hidden culture in a seaside town

OK, so you’ve probably come to Cavtat for sun, sea and serenity but let us not put aside the millennia of culture that’s hidden in plain sight in this coastal hamlet. The cute old town centre you’ll undoubtedly enjoy pottering around has the same street formation as laid out in 600 BCE by the Ancient Greeks. If you’re keen to see something more authentically ancient looking, stroll west along the promenade to the peninsula on the opposite side of the bay where the chunky stones of the Necropolis of Epidaurus are visible between the pine and cypress trees. They’re not fully excavated and displayed as a history nerd might like but you get the gist of the scale of this burial ground.

Jumping forward 2000 years, on the hilltop above the necropolis sits the illustrious Hotel Croatia, one of the few magnificent modernist hotels built under Tito’s tourism boom of the 1960s and ’70s to survive the end of Yugoslavia. Jutting concrete balconies stare out at the Adriatic. The majestic lobby has a spiral staircase that would be the envy of Don Draper and his Mad Men pals.

But what Cavtat is most known for is its sumptuous post-Renaissance architecture; check out the 16th-century Our Lady of Snow Monastery, the 16th-century Rector’s Palace that now houses the Baltazar Bogišić collection of manuscripts, and the Mausoleum of the Račić Family built in the 1920s in Cavtat’s graveyard on the Rat Peninsula.


HOUSE OF VLAHO BUKOVAC

One of Croatia’s most famous and revered painters, Vlaho Bukovac was born in Cavtat and the house he lived and worked in, complete with a reproduction of his studio, is now a completely charming house museum.

Even if you’re not a huge art fan, its faithfully restored 19th-century interiors give a vibrant snapshot of what Cavtat living would have looked like. And if you are an art fan you’ll be delighted by his moving paintings, many of which are portraits of everyday people in the Konavle Valley; even after he moved to Prague he painted those he knew and loved locally from his Ragusan birthplace.



WHERE TO EAT IN CAVTAT

Bugenvila in Cavtat

The best menu, service and vibe on the promenade. Elegant decor and sincere, down-to-earth staff. €€

Ludo More

Local dishes at a seafood restaurant with sea views, away from the main drag. Go for catch of the day. €

Spinaker Restaurant & Lounge Bar

Across the bay, with old town views. Avoid the Western menu, and stick to oysters. €€




Konavle Valley
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UNIQUE CRAFT | FAB FOLKLORE | REMOTE BEACH

There’s a lot of heart and a heck of a lot of soul in the Konavle Valley, the rural region east of Dubrovnik, and indeed the furthest eastern point in the whole of Croatia, lining the border with Montenegro. Between the rolling hills of vineyards and olive groves sit 30 or so villages, still populated by farmers and artisans, much like they have been for over a thousand years.

If you ask a Dubrovnik local where their parents or grandparents are from, the majority will tell you a village in Konavle (with the occasional Elaphiti Islander surprise), as the workers of this gorgeous region kept the republic afloat, producing its biggest exports. Cavtat is the only large town in the area. Cavtat aside, the museums, traditional dance performances, cute churches and exemplary restaurants of the region all stand apart as cultural draws, not to mention the treks to secret beaches that are well worth taking.
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GETTING AROUND

Hiring a car or taking a guided tour of these charming villages is the easiest way around this rural region. Otherwise, you can catch a public bus from the Dubrovnik bus station to Cavtat, Čilipi, Dubravka, Molunat and Vitaljina, but the services are infrequent with many only departing once a day at best. Check times at Libertas Dubrovnik (libertasdubrovnik.hr).
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As Dubrovnik’s airport (with the longest runway in Croatia, by the way) lives slap bang in the middle of the Konavle Valley, you might want to work a night here into your trip on arrival or last thing before departing, for convenience as well as sheer tranquillity.



A Stitch in Time

Konavle textiles are a rare breed

Konavle embroidery, from the 34 villages east of Dubrovnik, is a unique and somewhat captivating craft of centuries gone by. Geometric in shape, with colourful repeating angular patterns, resplendent in reds, yellows and occasionally greens, garments all sewn from homemade silks. Local women have been wearing their self-embroidered vestments on special occasions like weddings and feast days for centuries and the tradition is going strong. Just get to the feast of St Blaise in Dubrovnik’s old town every 3 February and you’ll see thousands of women donning their beautiful garments.

While most are heirlooms these days, inherited from grandmas and great-grandmas, some local women are keeping the craft alive.

It’s in villages like Čilipi, a few minutes from Dubrovnik airport, where the artistry thrived. Wealthy noble people in the old town centre didn’t sew for themselves and instead the neighbouring villagers would bring textiles into town every morning. So it’s fitting then that the Konavle County Museum in Čilipi is the best place to see this incredible local craft, alongside other historical artisanry such as local shoemaking. The original museum on this site was destroyed in the Homeland War but dedicated curators rebuilt the collection with donations from local residents in the region, so it’s now full of 600 folk costumes and handicrafts.

Kupari’s Bay of Hotels

Field day for historic building lovers

There were once five stunning hotels adorning the shore of Župa Bay in Kupari, but they are all now rotting slowly in all their angular concrete glory. Hotel Pelegrin, Hotel Kupari, Hotel Goričina I and Hotel Goričina II were all built as part of a special resort for the military elite of the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), from the 1960s onwards, circling the slightly incongruous Hotel Grand which had already been flourishing since the 1920s.

The five hotels could together house up to 1600 guests at a time and also had campsites in the groves behind them that fit another 4000 guests. Even former president Tito had his own villa, a few hundred metres out the back of the Hotel Pelegrin. By the 1980s the resort was also welcoming international tourists from across northern Europe, although your guess is as good as ours as to how they all fit on the petit beach.

As with so many masterpieces of Yugoslavian architecture, these hotels are now completely dilapidated, and have been abandoned since the Homeland War. The architecturally unimpressive but oldest Hotel Grand is a listed and protected building but for some reason the more significant work of revered Sarajevo-born architect David Finci, who built the magnificent Hotel Pelegrin (the almost inverted pyramid, northernmost in the bay, closest to Dubrovnik) is not being fought for, despite his designs and contribution to the international canon of architecture being noted by a huge exhibition at MoMa in New York.

Rumour has it that the Four Seasons hotel chain has bought the whole bay, so architecture fans be warned, you don’t have long left to embrace some of the best European modernist architecture.


FOLKLORE SOCIETY ČILIPI

Once you’re deep in Konavle culture, don’t miss the weekly performance held in Čilipi’s quaint, leafy town square.

Every Sunday at 11.15am (directly after Holy Mass) the Folklore Society Čilipi, who’ve been keeping local dance alive since 1954, perform choreography including potkolo, the oldest known Croatian folk dance, followed by the poskočica and finally the more playful čičak. Then a traditional Konavle wedding is staged, before Dalmatian klapa songs are sung. Finally, you’re all invited to join a dance at the end. Good luck with that.

Note these run from Easter Sunday through to early November, but are weather-dependent, being outdoors.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE KONAVLE VALLEY

Kameni Mlin

Don’t miss this restaurant, museum and cooking school near Čilipi. Feast on delicacies or make it yourself. €€

Konavoski Dvori Eco Green Restaurant

Next to a waterfall in Ljuta. The best Croatian cuisine, served by staff in traditional dress. €€

Konoba Ivankovi

Humble bistro in rural Mihanići. Croatian fare that gives granny home-cooking vibes because granny did indeed cook it. €


REMOTE PASJAčA BEACH

The most beloved – and possibly also secret – beach in the whole Konavle Valley is Pasjača Beach. This beach is a remote and secluded sun trap with no shade and the most incredible waters you have ever seen.

The only catch? You have to walk 500 steps down the side of a cliff to get there. Although the stairs and railing are well-maintained, they’re no laughing matter. And once you’re down the bottom, there’s nothing there – no phone reception, no snack bars – just extreme tranquillity.

To find it, head to Popovići and then follow the narrow road – there are a few signs pointing the way.
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View of Adriatic Sea, Kupari | Fotokon/shutterstock ©




Korčula
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RICH HISTORY | MAJESTIC BUILDINGS | LOCAL PRODUCE

A firm favourite in the hearts and minds of Croatians and Croatia lovers, the island of Korčula sits between Split and Dubrovnik by ferry but had closer links with the latter in recent centuries, with many referring to its old town as ‘mini Dubrovnik’. That’s to oversimplify; Korčula has Iron Age sites and Mesolithic caves that stem back to 20,000 BCE, significantly more ancient than the ‘Pearl of the Adriatic’. However, you can see why parallels are drawn with its old town walls and marble paved lanes.

It was, in fact, the Venetian empire that kept its grip quite firmly on Korčula, from 1420 until 1797, leaving some fantastic Gothic buildings behind. Beyond the impressive old town, the island is a treasure trove of vineyards, wineries, olive groves and small villages packed with niche, vivid local culture, much of which goes unexplored – so stray out west and you’ll be handsomely rewarded.
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SIGHTS

1Barilo Ethnographic Collection

2Blato winery

3Blato

4Blato Culture Centre

5Čara

6Centre for Culture, Vela Luka

7Church of the All Saints

8Korčula Town Gate

9Korčula Town Museum

10Lumbarda

11Marco Polo Museum

12OPG Komparak

13Smokvica

14St Mark’s Cathedral

15St Roka Cemetery

16Vela Luka

17Venetian-era Loggia

18Žrnovo

ACTIVITIES, courses & Tours

19Kočje Forest

20Vela Spila

ENTERTAINMENT

21Fishermen’s Nights




GETTING AROUND

You can arrive in Korčula by taking Jadrolinija or Krilo ferries to either Vela Luka at the far west end of the island or Korčula Town at the east. From Korčula Town bus station (next to the ferry port) local buses take you onwards to Blato, Lumbarda or Vela Luka. Check the Arriva bus webpage (arriva.com.hr/en-us/dalmatia/korcula) for times as they vary from season to season.
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Book accommodation outside Korčula’s old town; the island is awash with fantastic holiday apartments with warm, welcoming hosts and prices that are significantly cheaper than the hotels and guesthouses within the walls of the eponymous town centre.



Old Town: Your First Port of Call

The walled capital is a stunner

The current, grandiose incarnation of Korčula’s old town was built in the 15th century. Turret fortresses were dotted along the city walls to ensure this outpost of the Venetian Republic was defended appropriately from invasion.

The main entrance, Korčula Town Gate, is a majestic tower, complete with a huge lion, the emblem of Venice, carved above it. The original drawbridge is long gone but the imposing wide stone steps that replaced it give a grand impression, even if they aren’t the easiest to traverse with a heavy suitcase. Once inside, its streets are densely packed with Gothic and Renaissance beauties that line the cleverly laid-out streets; the fishbone formation is designed to allow in the breezy summer maestral winds but keep out the punishingly forceful winter bura gales.

Must-sees are the soaring 15th-century St Mark’s Cathedral and the Korčula Town Museum in the 16th-century Gabrielis Palace, which gives a neat overview of the history of the town via its arts, crafts and archaeology.

Marco Polo’s Roots

Was the great explorer Korčulan?

There’s no avoiding this myth if you visit Korčula’s old town, and listen to the local guides or Marco Polo Museum staff without prejudice because they may have a point. Marco Polo, one of the most famous explorers and storytellers of all time, was undoubtedly Venetian, but during his lifetime so was Korčula. While there’s no concrete evidence of his birth in Korčula per se, there are records of a Polo family selling the house (the house displayed as his, in the old town today) and the man himself was buried in the Slavic area of the Venice graveyard, which suggests he was indeed Schiavone – the term for Venetians of Dalmatian origin. So, you never know. Just don’t mention it in Italy.


WHY I LOVE KORčULA
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Lucie Grace, writer

I had the good fortune to work in Korčula in 2021, a lovely job in Lumbarda, a town which will always have a special place in my heart.

What I’ve found in the three summers I’ve visited is an island of innovative, deeply enthusiastic but humble people. Korčulans know they live in one of the most special places on the planet but they’re not here to boast or brag, they’re just happy to share it with you in any capacity they can.

Nautical artisan studio Atelier/Studio Korčula or the beekeeping gin makers at OPG Komparak are what makes Korčula special for me, although I have been known to laze on a beach or two here and there.



Loving Lumbarda

Make a beeline for this peaceful corner

Probably the most idyllic region of Korčula, Lumbarda stretches southeast of Korčula Town, with its small town centre built up around an old fishing port. It’s here every Friday evening throughout summer you can visit Fishermen’s Nights, a food market along the promenade where locals sell their produce, hang out and eat everything on offer.

The unmistakable Lumbarda factor is its landscape of vineyard after vineyard. Families have been producing homemade wines here for centuries and some have gone public in recent decades, opening wineries of varying sizes for the public to visit. The region is so densely populated with incredible options you’ll be hard-pressed to choose one, but do note, as all the outlets are selling their own homemade wines, if you come too late in the season (late September onwards) some are likely to be sold out. Once the grk is gone, it’s gone until next year.

One Organic Island

No modern farming on Korčula

You see the term agrotourism bandied about readily in the Balkans, but in Korčula they really mean it. Farming and agriculture were never modernised on the island so wines, olive oils, honey and even gin are all made using traditional age-old methods, being grown without pesticides and produced without large factory facilities. Locals are glad of this and are happy to explain it to you; particularly the team at OPG Komparak who offer olive oil, honey and gin tasting at their brilliant education space just between Korčula old town and Lumbarda. Trust us, you won’t leave empty-handed.

BEST RESTAURANTS IN KORčULA

LD Restaurant, Old Town

Michelin-starred restaurant on the city walls. Seasonal fish like red snapper, local beef and the famed gyoza. €€€

Atrij Žrnovo Simple Cuisine, Žrnovo

Traditional Croatian and an excellent grill. Try the žrnovski makaruni (homemade pasta). €

Agroturizam Grubinjac, Žrnovo

In the hills overlooking the old town and coast. Everything is home-caught and homemade. €€


KOčJE FOREST

Kočje Forest, the locals’ favourite place for a hike or ramble, is a truly special, unspoiled stretch of rugged nature. It feels quite serene with thin, clean, rubble paths and information boards around so you can wander easily and not get lost.

A sad but romantic tale goes along with it: in WWII there was a lot of social division – fascists vs communists – and a lot of locals were killed by one another. One husband and wife couple were murdered in the forest and on that spot two trees have grown twisted and intertwined. People believe it’s the couple tied together, as they gave up their lives and are still connected in death.
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Korčula Island vineyard | Greens and Blues/shutterstock ©

Wine So Fine

Korčula is all about the wine

Viticulture has been the first and foremost agricultural industry on Korčula since the 4th century BCE when the Ancient Greeks brought winemaking with them to the fertile island with mild climates ideal for vineyards. And vineyards there are, many of which grow varieties of grape that are only available here: grk is a crisp fruity white, grown in Lumbarda and the eastern end of the island, while pošip is a more bold and faintly spicy white, cultivated in Čara and Smokvica. And of course the pride of Dalmatia, plavac mali, a divinely robust red, grows across the island as well as the mainland, too.

While Čara, Lumbarda and Smokvica are the famous wine regions, you’ll spot small vineyards in practically every village on the island, so do keep an eye out for family-run wineries in Blato, Vela Luka and Žrnovo, too.

Oliver’s Vela Luka

Home of Croatia’s favourite crooner

Croatia’s answer to Sinatra, Oliver Dragojević, known lovingly as Oliver, wooed the Balkans with his pop, jazz and bluesy hits for over 40 years, including the diaspora of Croats who emigrated to other corners of the world, selling out his huge gigs at Sydney Opera House, London’s Royal Albert Hall and New York’s Carnegie Hall. Born and raised in Vela Luka, the small port and fishing town at Korčula’s further western corner, Oliver immortalised the town in his moving, heartfelt songs. You can visit his grave, which is always covered in flowers, in Vela Luka’s hillside St Roka Cemetery and keep your eyes peeled for his memorial house and ferry-facing statue, which are planned to open soon.

BEST BARS IN KORčULA

Mariola Wine Bar, Old Town

Marija has the best wines of the island and can guide you through a tasting or recommend a bottle.

Do-Bar, Vela Luka

Enviable harbour position and sea views. Has cocktails, plus wine tasting and wine pairing with chic charcuterie platters.

Caffe Bar Prvi žal, Lumbarda

Take a break from wineries at this seaside bar. Enjoy excellent cocktails between dips in the cool, blue water.

Blato Has Some Ancient Secrets

Treasure trove of Korčula culture

Often overlooked, Blato is a real gem of a town with a vivid history. Start with the easy-to-spot Venetian-era Loggia and Church of the All Saints, before delving into the Blato Culture Centre, and prepare to have your mind blown. The museum houses pottery, jewellery and weapons from an Iron Age necropolis just northwest of Blato, known as the Kopila Hillfort. The Ancient Illyrians who built this site ceremonially buried these items with hundreds of children here, for reasons unknown, and there’s never been a necropolis for infants like it found anywhere else in the Mediterranean. The site itself was open for tours while Croatian and international archaeologists worked to find answers, but it’s currently covered up to protect the incredible structure, photographs of which are on display in the centre.

Bounce forward 2000 years to the simply charming house museum, the Barilo Ethnographic Collection. This time capsule is a love letter to Blato of the past, with over 60% of the household artefacts (from the late 19th and early 20th century) coming from the owners’ childhoods, as family heirlooms. Meeting the two ladies who are the owner-curators is half the fun as they walk you round the house they were born in. There are now additions to the collection, displaying noble life in Blato, thanks to donations from locals. Be sure to say hi to their dog Juro, who is a very good boy.

Also, while kumpanija traditional sword dancing is still thriving in villages across Korčula, it’s rare to see it performed outside of a staged-for-tourists theatrical environment. The exception is in Blato on the annual saint’s day; the feast of St Vincent on 28 April. On this day the whole town and villagers of the region come out to celebrate. The morning sees a brass band parade through the square complete with majorettes, before an afternoon program of kumpanija moves through the streets, often with young dancers proudly performing their heritage for the first time – a truly special event to witness.


VELA SPILA, THE BIG CAVE

The mind-boggling mysteries of Vela Spila, which translates as ‘big cave’, will captivate even the most reluctant historian. Who lived there? How did they live there? But we do know humans occupied this cave from 20,000 BCE, high up on a hillside that overlooks Vela Luka.

Excavations from 2006 found 17,500-year-old ceramic artefacts, which are the only examples of ceramic figurative art in southeastern Europe from the Palaeolithic period.

You can visit the cave then go to see these artefacts in the small Centre for Culture, Vela Luka (which was undergoing renovations in 2023 but due to reopen in 2024).



WHERE TO DRINK WINE IN KORčULA

Popić Winery, Lumbarda

Family-run for 300 years, Popić Winery offers delicious grk wine and sweeping vineyard and sea views from the terrace.

Pošip ’PZ’ Čara

This exceptional winery is an agricultural cooperative. The whole village joins forces to produce Croatia’s best pošip.

Tasovac Winery, Žrnovo

Charming, intimate spot in a family house, with host Sanja serving award-winning pošip, and newly cultivated grk.




Mljet Island
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HIKING TRAILS | LOCAL LIFE | STUNNING SCENERY

While a day trip to this verdant island paradise for a jaunt around the soul-enriching national park is definitely the most commonplace interaction tourists have with Mljet, there’s more to this land than that. The park only makes up a third of the island, and beyond its borders, the villages and beaches are some of the most relaxed and idyllic in Croatia.

Those in the know take the car ferry from mainland Prapratno to scenic Sobra on the island, ready to explore its gorgeous, unspoiled time-capsule villages like Babino Polje, Maranovići and Saplunara, all connected by possibly the most scenic highway in the world, the D120, Mljet is nicknamed the ‘Green Island’ for a reason. Its rugged landscape almost seems uninhabitable but a thriving Roman community lived in Polače (the ruins of a palace and spa are still visible today) and there are medieval remains galore, so why not dive into this largely untapped bliss?
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GETTING AROUND

There are two bus routes on Mijet Island but to get to more secluded parts, you can rent a car, scooter or bicycle. Another option is to hire a kayak or rowing boat to see the national park from a different perspective.
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E-bikes are the most fun way to whizz around Mljet National Park, which is a car- and motorbike-free zone. You can rent them from vendors at the main pedestrian-ferry port of Pomena, or from outlets at the yachting jet-set’s favourite village, Polače



Root Down in Mljet National Park

Connect with the wonders of nature

Mljet National Park is a wonder. With 300km of trails to walk, bike or e-bike along, five villages, two gorgeous inland lakes (they’re lagoons actually) and one very cool island within the island, it’s hard to understand why this place doesn’t get the same hype as Plitvice. It’s cheaper, easier to navigate and you can swim just about anywhere you like. Even the octopus have a good time thanks to the stratification of the lagoon water, meaning the temperature of the top 20m changes seasonally but the depths stay the same, so there’s a wealth of nutrition and very healthy sea life.

Since the arrival of the Benedictine monks who built a monastery on St Mary’s Island in the 12th century, people have been carefully nurturing this idyll, making sure it stays as lush, green and clean as nature intended. Today a huge squad of visiting volunteers work tirelessly to maintain the paths and dry stone walls, and keep the lagoons free of plastic. Then there’s the local fire brigade, aka every single person who lives in Mljet National Park. If lightning strikes a tree, which it often does as there are so many Aleppo pine trees here, it takes a maximum of 20 minutes from spark to extinguish – that’s how ready and poised they are. The five villages within the borders of the park, Babina Kuće, Goveđari, Polače, Pomena and Soline, have a population of 250 people wholly committed to its protection.

WHERE TO EAT IN & AROUND MLJET NATIONAL PARK

Mali Raj

Lagoon-side watering hole in the park with grilled fish, salads and spaghetti. A tad overpriced. Cash only. €€

Konoba Adio Mare

Great local spot in Pomena. Have local wine with calamari or seafood risotto as you stare out over the bay at sunset. €€

Stella Maris

Excellent service from hosts Nika and Sandro. Exceptional peka (wide deep pan) fish stews or homemade pasta. €€


THE GREAT ST PAUL DEBATE

The Bible story goes that St Paul – who was imprisoned by the Romans for being a political nuisance and continuing to spread the word of Jesus – was shipwrecked on an island called Melita, on his way to be put on trial in Rome. Was Melita Mljet? Or was it Malta – as the Maltese would very much have it. They were both called Melita at the time and both track in terms of geography, depending on if a ship from the Holy Land heading to Rome got thrown left or right by the wind. Perhaps not one to discuss in Malta.







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Croatia. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Croatia and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Most travellers arrive at Franjo Tuđman Airport in Zagreb, situated about 13km from the city centre. During summer, additional air connections from European destinations operate by mostly low-cost airlines to Brač, Dubrovnik, Osijek, Pula, Rijeka, Split and Zadar. Bus and train lines connect to neighbouring countries and beyond, while seasonal ferries ply the Adriatic Sea between Croatia and Italy.
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Border Crossing

Croatia is one of 27 countries making up the border control-free Schengen Area. Travellers from the UK, Canada, the US, Australia and New Zealand can stay for up to 90 days within a six-month period.




SIM Cards

Local mobile-network providers such as A1, Bonbon, Iskon, Tomato, Telemach and T-Mobile offer reasonably priced prepaid SIM cards and plans for tourists. You can find all six providers’ shops in major towns and cities.




Wi-fi

Free wi-fi is available at the airport and most hotels and cafes, while major cities and tourist centres have a free public wi-fi service.




ATMs

As of 1 January 2023, Croatia’s official currency is the euro. ATMs operated by banks are widespread and reliable. Avoid Euronet ATMs – these charge high fees and offer terrible exchange rates.



CROATIA WELCOMES DIGITAL NOMADS

Croatia introduced a temporary stay permit for digital nomads in 2021 meant for foreigners who wish to live in Croatia. Valid for up to a year, any non-EU/EEA national who works remotely as an employee or is self-employed can apply for the permit as long as they do not provide services to Croatian companies. After the permit expires, a new application can be submitted after a gap of six months. Close family members of the digital nomad can also apply for temporary stay. Applications can be submitted after arrival in Croatia for those who don’t need a visa to enter the country.

Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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Visit lonelyplanet.com for more tips on getting a visa








Getting Around

While an efficient bus service connects most of Croatia’s towns and cities, the train network is very limited. A car is required to explore more rural areas and the islands.
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Find out the best ways to get around Croatia




TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From €75/day

Petrol
From €1.40/litre

Train ticket from Zagreb to Rijeka
From €8.42

Bike rental
From €20/day



Getting a Taxi

App-based taxi services such as Uber, Eko Taxi, Taxi Cammeo and Radio Taxi operate in Zagreb and other main cities. In tourist centres such as Dubrovnik, look for signboards listing the official rates according to the destination. If taking an independent taxi, determine the fare before starting the trip.

Hiring a Car

A credit card and a safety deposit are required to hire a car. Renters below the age of 21 are asked to pay a young driver’s surcharge. Most rental cars have manual transmission. Book ahead for automatic and expect to pay extra.

EXPRESS DELIVERY BY BUS

If you travel by intercity bus in Croatia, you may notice that the buses often double as informal couriers. At the bus station before departure, you’ll see people handing packages to drivers along with instructions on their destination and a token payment. This tradition is a handy and reliable way to get a small package delivered the very same day. Meanwhile, bus drivers earn a little bit of extra cash for their ‘express delivery service’.


Paying Road Tolls

Tolls are paid on all motorways, for the Učka tunnel between Rijeka and Istria, the bridge to Krk Island, and the road between Rijeka and Delnice. For short roads, tunnels and bridges, the toll is payable immediately. On motorways, you get a ticket at the entrance and pay at the exit.




Ferry Connections

Ferries connect the mainland with the islands, with Jadrolinija being the biggest company. Passenger ferries are referred to as katamaran while car ferries are called trajekt. You can buy tickets at the port or book a paperless version online.




Bike-Sharing

Nextbike is an app-based public bike sharing system offering conventional and e-bikes available 24/7. You can also rent a bike from their terminals without using a phone. Look out for their docking stations in 30 towns and cities across Croatia.




TIP

The Croatian Automobile Club website (hak.hr) provides up-to-the-minute information on traffic and road conditions in English.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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Speed limit is 50km/h in urban areas, 90–110km/h on secondary roads, 130km/h on motorways.

.05

Blood alcohol limit is 0.05%; zero for under-24s.








Money

CURRENCY: Euro (€)
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Credit Cards

While hotels and many restaurants accept credit cards, smaller establishments, cafes and bars often do not. Make sure you have enough cash on hand just in case. Also don’t expect to be able to pay with a debit or credit card on buses.

Tipping

Croatia doesn’t have a tipping culture and gratuities are not obligatory but always appreciated. In bars and cafes you can round up the bill, while at restaurants leave 5% to 10% depending on the service received. If you pay by card, leave the tip in cash.

Taxes & Refunds

A 25% value-added tax known as PDV (Porez na Dodanu Vrijednost) is applicable for most goods and services. Refunds can be claimed by non-EU residents who spend more than €100 on goods in a shop displaying a ‘Tax Free’ sign. You’ll need to request a tax-free form and present your passport.
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Find out more money-saving tips on lonelyplanet.com




HOW MUCH FOR…

parking
50c–€5 per hour

a pre-paid SIM card
€8–12

a museum ticket
€5–10

a bus ticket
€1




CROATIA & THE EURO

Just prior to Croatia’s transition to the euro on 1 January 2023, there had been much speculation about potential inflation as a result of adopting the European single currency.

Many businesses have indeed increased their prices to arrive at rounded amounts in euros or even added a significant mark-up citing the current period of high inflation. Also, a large number of businesses catering to tourists have unscrupulously upped their prices with an eye to recovering losses incurred during the Covid-19 pandemic.



HOW TO… Save a Few Euros in Croatia

Students with ID cards and senior citizens can get discounts on intercity bus and train tickets.

Three-course lunch specials are common in restaurants for under €10. Often called marenda or gableci, these meals are generally served between 11am and 3pm and cater for workers on their lunch breaks.

Highway tolls tend be on the expensive side in Croatia. Avoid them by taking scenic secondary roads and have a slow travel experience.
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LOCAL TIP

If you happen to find yourself in a rural area where ATMs are scarce, you can always get a cash advance at the local post office (a fee applies).








Accommodation

Choosing Tourist Apartments

Privately owned properties consisting of self-catering apartments are by far the most popular form of accommodation in Croatia. In rural areas, these take the form of villas and often feature swimming pools, which are coveted by families with small children. Villa bookings generally commence on a weekend and often require a minimum stay of one week.

Camping Out

Campsites and grounds designed for tents, caravans and camper vans are found all over Croatia and are one of the most popular accommodation options.

Amenities vary from bare basics to luxurious: most feature toilet and shower facilities, kitchens and barbecues, while more upscale options boast swimming pools, restaurants and bars.

Budget Beds

Hostels are increasingly popping up in cities and popular beach destinations catering to young travellers or those on a budget.

These are usually made up of shared dorm-style accommodation but many offer private rooms as well. Some feature extra perks like shared kitchen facilities or on-site bars. or cafes.

Hotel Stays

From fully renovated and upgraded tourist resorts dating back to Yugoslav days to international hotel chains, there’s a variety of different hotel options on offer in Croatia. Chic boutique-style hotels are a trend, while B&B accommodation is more rare. Hotels are mostly found in popular tourist destinations as well as beach towns, but not so common in rural areas.

Hotel Stays

From fully renovated and upgraded tourist resorts dating back to Yugoslav days to international hotel chains, there’s a variety of different hotel options on offer in Croatia. Chic boutique-style hotels are a trend, while B&B accommodation is more rare. Hotels are mostly found in popular tourist destinations as well as beach towns, but are not so common in rural areas.
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Get a deep dive on Croatian accommodation




HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN…

a hotel room
From €60

a tourist apartment
From €40

a campground
From €20
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Go Glamping

The number of glamping sites is exploding across Croatia as this trend combining camping and resort-style perks gains in popularity. This is an opportunity to stay in luxury air-conditioned tents, yurts or rustic wooden cabins, often with private decks, located in beautiful surroundings close to nature.

Five-star on-site extras can include not only swimming pools but also spas and lounge bars.



[image: jpg]

JGA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

TO CAMP OR NOT TO CAMP?

Croatia is one of many European countries where camping is forbidden outside official campgrounds. This includes private property, meaning locals are not even allowed to pitch a tent in their garden. During high season in tourist areas and in national parks, this ban is zealously enforced with hefty fines of up to €400. In the off-peak season and in more rural areas, as well as motorway rest areas, this is easier to get away with and may even be tolerated.






Family Travel

Kids are more than welcome in family-friendly Croatia. You’ll find plenty of child-friendly sights and activities, as well as playgrounds and adventure and water parks designed with little ones in mind. Let them run free along the cobblestones in pedestrian-only town and city centres, or hop onto one of the tourist trains that are so popular with children in beach areas.


Best Regions for Kids

Zagreb Explore kid-friendly museums and parks galore. Inland Croatia Roam through mysterious castles and nature parks. Istria It’s playtime at water and adventure parks. Northern Dalmatia Discover Zadar’s sun salutation and beachside promenades. Split & Central Dalmatia Take a break on car-free islands and dazzling pebble beaches. Dubrovnik & Southern Dalmatia Walk the old-town walls and explore hidden parks.


Eating Out

Even if a kids’ menu isn’t available, restaurants usually dish up the usual favourites like pizza and pasta that will keep your little ones happy. Dining is an informal affair and kids are often seen playing on the sidelines while parents dine.



Handy Facilities

• Baby cots are available at almost all hotels. Reserve one in advance.

• Big hotel chains offer kid-friendly perks such as kids’ clubs, play areas, game rooms and organised activities.

• At restaurants, kids’ menus and highchairs are not very common, while baby-changing facilities are rare.

• All the big supermarkets have free toilets available – a lifesaver for families.

• Pharmacies are generally closed on Sundays.


Getting Around

Intercity bus tickets and train fares for children are reduced by up to 50%. But the most convenient way to get around with kids in tow is by car. Most rent-a-car companies have car seats available, which can be reserved in advance.




BEST PICKS

Brijuni National Park

Track dinosaur footprints and hop on the train to the animal safari.

Aquacolors in Poreč

Croatia’s biggest water park promises hours of fun (aquacolors.eu).

Sun salutation, Zadar

Kids love to stomp around on the installation’s glowing and flickering glass plates.

Barone fortress in Šibenik

Time-travel via the interactive augmented reality exhibits (tvrdjava-kulture.hr/en/barone-fortress/plan-your-visit).

Trakošćan Castle in Zagorje

Roam through 87 hectares of parkland and three floors of displays of swords and armoury.
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Find more family travel tips on lonelyplanet.com



FAMILY-FRIENDLY BEACHES

Croatia’s beaches tend to be mostly rocky or pebbly affairs but there are a few notable sandy exceptions that are particularly family-friendly, thanks to their shallow waters. The 1.5km-long and crescent-shaped Paradise Beach (Rajska Plaža) on Rab Island’s Lopar Peninsula is also exceptionally wide. Its sandy bed extends into the water for over 200m, drawing scores of families. In Omiš, kids build sand castles on Velika Plaža Punta’s wide expanse of golden sands lapped by shallow waters. Seek out sandy Sotorišće beach on the eastern coast of the car-free island of Silba, near Zadar, for the perfect kid-friendly beach.






Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Travel insurance is required for those citizens who need a visa to enter Croatia, be it as a tourist or long-stay visitor. EU citizens are encouraged to carry their European Health Insurance Card (EHIC), which they can present for free healthcare in the case of an emergency.

[image: jpg]

Ascannio/Shutterstock ©

Jellyfish & Sea Urchins

Jellyfish are common in the Adriatic Sea but not all species provide a painful sting. In any case, it’s best to avoid swimming if you spot them in the water. Meanwhile, lurking on rocky seabeds are black spiky sea urchins. Avoid the pain of stepping on one by wearing swimming shoes when you venture into the water.

In Case of Wildfires

There is a risk of wildfires during the summer months when intense heat and drought conditions are common across Croatia. Lighting an outdoor fire or a barbecue outside dedicated areas is forbidden during the summer. If you see a fire call 112.
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TIP

Croatia is known for its high-quality and abundant water resources and tap water is perfectly safe to drink.



SWIM SAFELY
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Green Flag
It’s safe to swim.
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Yellow Flag
Caution. Moderate surf.
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Purple Flag
Marine life spotted (eg jellyfish). Exercise caution.
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Red Flag
Danger. Do not enter the water.

Snakes

Croatia is home to many snakes, including several poisonous vipers. To prevent being bitten, avoid walking barefoot in long grass or areas where there is forest cover, and exercise caution while picking wild asparagus or mushrooms. If bitten by a snake, call 112 for emergency medical help.


2020 & 2021 EARTHQUAKES

The capital city of Zagreb was hit by a 5.3 magnitude earthquake on 22 March 2020, while nine months later, Petrinja near Sisak in central Croatia experienced a 6.4 magnitude quake. Both tremors were strong enough to cause significant damage to buildings and infrastructure and caused eight confirmed deaths.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Doručak (breakfast; 6–8am). Usually a light meal, for example, a coffee and some bread and jam.

Marenda or gableci (10am–noon). In some parts of Croatia, workers pause at this time for a hot meal or just a sandwich.

Ručak (lunch; 2–3pm). Hot home-cooked meal. Restaurants serve lunch all afternoon.

Večera (dinner; 6–8pm). Generally a light meal for Croatians.



Where to Eat

Restoran A formal restaurant usually offering an extensive menu and wine list.

Konoba or gostionica A traditional family-run tavern with a rustic decor serving local dishes.

Pekara/Pekarnica A bakery where you can find bread but also often burek (heavy pastry stuffed with meat or cheese), strudel and pizza slices.

Slastičarna A pastry shop selling cakes and pastries, and often ice cream and coffee.

Pizzeria An informal restaurant that also often serves dishes other than pizza.
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MENU DECODER

Jelovnik Menu

Dječji jelovnik Children’s menu

Degustacijski meni Tasting menu

Pola obroka Half portion

Domaći specijaliteti Local/homemade specialities

Obareno Boiled

Prženo Deep-fried

Predjela Appetisers – could include cold platters of cheese and cured ham

Glavna jela Main courses

Prilozi Side dishes – usually vegetables or potatoes

Juhe Soups

Salate Salads

Meso Meat

Piletina Chicken

Svinjetina Pork

Janjetina Lamb

Riba Fish

Morska hrana Seafood

Deserti Dessert – a slice of cake or crepes (palačinke) are popular desserts

Pića Drinks

Topli napitci Hot drinks

Bezalkoholna pića Alcohol-free drinks

Piva Beer

Domaća vina Local wine

Gazirana voda Sparkling water

Obična voda Still water



HOW TO… Appreciate the Coffee Culture

Having coffee is a favourite pastime in Croatia and a time for friends to catch up on news and gossip. Cafes generally open at 7am and are often busy at this time with older patrons. Drinking coffee is a slow sit-down affair and ordering a kava to go is unheard of. People linger as long as they like with no pressure from the wait staff for a repeat order.

Order a simple kava, and you’ll get a slightly bigger cup of espresso. Bijela kava is a very milky coffee usually served in a tall glass.

On Saturday mornings, Zagreb’s Cvjetni trg (Flower Sq) becomes the place to see and be seen while enjoying a coffee with friends. Though it’s Saturday, people put on their Sunday best and head to their favourite cafe for this weekly ritual that Zagrepčani call špica.


HOW MUCH FOR…

a coffee
€2

a burek
€1

pizza
€7–10

a three-course meal
€15–25

beer
€1.50

a glass of wine
€2

an ice cream
€1.50–3



HOW TO… Eat Out as a Vegetarian or Vegan

Vegetarianism and veganism have picked up in Croatia in the past few years but are far from being mainstream trends like in many other countries. Some people may still assume that fish is an acceptable vegetarian dish.

While there are relatively few vegan and vegetarian restaurants outside cities like Zagreb and Split, many restaurants across the country have adapted their menus to include at least a token plant-based dish. At the very least, a decent meal can be put together by ordering several side dishes of grilled vegetables, Swiss chard (blitva) and potatoes.

Restaurants in hotels or tourist spots tend to be more clued up and likely to offer veggie options. Let your hotel know your requirements in advance and you’re sure to be well catered for.

At cafes, vegan ice cream and plant-based milks are harder to come by outside big cities but can be found at some supermarkets.

Ja sam vegan/veganka I’m vegan (m/f)

Ja sam vegetarijanac/vegetarijanka I’m vegetarian (m/f)

Ne jedem životinjske proizvode I don’t eat animal products

Ne jedem mliječne proizvode I don’t eat dairy products

Sadrži li jaja? Does it contain eggs?

Imate li sojino mlijeko? Do you have soya milk?
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Fancy a Cuppa?

If you ask for tea in Croatia you’ll be given fruit tea. When ordering, specify that you would like black tea (crni čaj) or green tea (zeleni čaj).




DINING IN CROATIA

If you’re invited out for dinner by a Croatian, the person who does the inviting will pick up the bill. It’s good manners to always offer to split the cost even though this won’t be accepted. For birthdays, the person celebrating will cover the cost of dinner for everyone.

A meal out with friends will almost inevitably end with a back and forth of who will pick up the bill as each person insists that they will do the honours.

A dinner out is a slow food experience that lasts most of the evening, starting with an appetiser before the main course, followed by dessert and often a shot of spirits to round off the meal. Wine is an important part of the food experience. Most restaurants have sommeliers to recommend the perfect local varietal to complement a meal.Croatians are not overly formal when it comes to table etiquette and prefer to enjoy a relaxed meal in a casual atmosphere. Presentation is important, and people will make an effort to dress up when dining out.

If invited to dinner at someone’s home, the hostess will prepare an elaborate meal with several dishes. Expect lots of food and several entreaties to help yourself to more. Dress well for the occasion and arrive on time with a gift of a bottle of wine or a treat such as expensive chocolate.

If you decide to bring flowers for the hostess, make sure there’s an uneven number – even numbers of flowers are for funerals only.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.
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Shop Local

Every Croatian town and city has a green market where you can buy fresh locally grown produce directly from local farmers. This helps reduce the carbon footprint while supporting local producers.

Avoid Cruise Ships

Cruise liners pollute the waters of the Adriatic Sea and destroy its fragile marine ecology. According to Friends of the Earth, a cruise holiday emits eight times more carbon dioxide emissions per day than a land-based holiday.
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Volunteer your time to help rehabilitate orphaned bears at the Kuterevo Bear Refuge (kuterevo.org/bears) in the Velebit Range.




Learn why bees are so important to our ecosystem at Tvrdić Honey (tvrdichoney.com) on Šolta Island.



Skip the Steak

A Greenpeace report reveals that greenhouse gas emissions from animal farming in the EU harm the environment more than all road vehicles put together. There are plenty of plant-based dishes to sample that are delicious and planet-friendly.

Join a responsible dolphin-watching trip with the Lošinj Marine Education Centre (blue-world.org) on Lošinj Island, an organisation dedicated to the wellbeing and conservation of dolphins who have their home in the Adriatic Sea.

Look out for solar-powered smart benches in towns across Croatia created by Croatian company Steora. You can recharge your phone or connect to the internet while taking a break from sightseeing.

Hop on an E-Bike

Instead of renting a gas-guzzling scooter, consider taking a twirl on an e-bike. You’ll be doing the planet a favour while also getting some exercise in and a bit of help with the uphill slog.

Fill Up Your Bottle

Avoid buying bottled water and contributing to the plastic problem, and instead fill up at the many water fountains you’ll find across Croatia. Tap water is clean and safe to drink – there’s no need to buy it.

Stick to the Trail

Respect Croatia’s many protected natural landscapes as well as its flora and fauna by not straying off hiking and cycling trails. By staying on track you’re preserving the natural habitats of animals and plants.
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Ecofriendly Accommodation

Consider the ecofriendly credentials of your accommodation. Does it include energy-efficient appliances? Are there recycling and composting facilities on offer? Do the heating and cooling systems operate on renewable energy sources?


The Parenzana cycling and walking trail follows the path of a former railway, running 78km through Istria before crossing into Slovenia and ending in Italy just past the Slovenian–Italian border.




Get insights into the lives of falcons and other protected birds of prey at the Dubrava Falconry Centre (sokolarskicentar.com) near Šibenik. Join an interactive educational talk and meet the falcons and owls living here.




Alternative Fuels for Marine Transport

In an effort to ensure long-term growth in sustainable tourism, Croatia aims to reduce emissions from marine transport by transitioning towards the use of alternative fuels for ferry connections to its islands.




RESOURCES

dalmatia-green.com
Find ecofriendly accommodation in Dalmatia.
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istraecoxperience.com/en
Learn about ecofriendly tourist experiences in Istria.

[image: jpg]

prijatelji-zivotinja.hr
Find a list of vegan restaurants across the country.
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LGBTIQ+ Travelers

Croatia ranked 48 on the 2023 Spartacus Gay Travel Index, a rank that’s quite low compared to other European countries. Croatia is still a conservative society dominated by traditional Catholic values when it comes to gender roles and sexuality. Though attitudes are very slowly changing, the LGBTIQ+ community prefers to stay under the radar, fearing harassment if they reveal their sexual orientation.
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Civil Partnerships for Same-Sex Partners

In 2014, the Croatian parliament passed the Life Partnership Act, granting the right to same-sex couples to enter into a civil partnership on an equal basis as married couples (except when it comes to adoption). This followed a 2013 constitutional referendum initiated by a group called U ime obitelji (In the Name of the Family), the result of which was that 65% of voters opposed same-sex marriage, thus limiting marriage to couples of the opposite sex only.


CHECK OUT THE CHOIR

Le Zbor (Le Choir; facebook.com/lezbor) is a lesbian-feminist anti-fascist choir based in Zagreb. They perform a cappella covers of popular Croatian and international pop-rock hits as well as folk songs with revolutionary themes. The choir has performed over 100 concerts in Croatia and abroad.




Beaches & Island-Hopping

There are few LGBTIQ+ hangouts to be found outside the capital city of Zagreb but many seaside towns have an unofficial gay beach, often located on the edge of nudist beaches. The nude beach on Lokrum Island is known to be gay-friendly and a popular meeting place. Prince Charming Gay Cruises and Out Adventures offer island-hopping cruises to Croatia catering to gay travellers.



LGBTIQ+ SCENE IN ZAGREB & DUBROVNIK

The LGBTIQ+ scene in Zagreb is made up of a handful of gay bars and hangouts. These include Hot Pot and Rush – a gay club open on Fridays and Saturdays. Other options include Funk Club, Kolaž, Caffe Bar Kic Klub and G-Bar. Dubrovnik has one gay bar called Milk, while other gay-friendly nightspots include Culture Club Revelin and Jazz Cafe Troubadour.

GAY PRIDE

Zagreb Pride (zagreb-pride.net) is the LGBTIQ+ community’s big event of the year, and a march usually takes place on the second Saturday in June. Croatia’s second city also has its own celebration: Split Pride (facebook.com/lgbt.pride.split) happens during the first part of June with a march followed by a musical event.
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How to Connect

The Grindr dating app is a good way to make connections with the local LGBTIQ+ community.

Planet Romeo (planetromeo.com) is also a popular online platform with local gay, bi and trans men.








Accessible Travel

Many towns and cities in Croatia are working to improve accessibility. Challenges remain: old buildings lack lifts and cobblestones are difficult to navigate for people with limited mobility. New buildings and constructions need to have accessibility features, so things are slowly changing for the better.


Accessible Beaches

Download the handy Plaja Beach Finder app (plaja.hr) for a list of accessible beaches across Croatia. Some, like Borak Beach near Bol, have special chairlifts to access the water.


Airport

For assistance at the airport, contact your airline at least 48 hours in advance with your requirements. Check-in facilities for the visually impaired and persons with reduced mobility are available at Zagreb Airport.




Accommodation

Hotels located in historic buildings and other older properties very often are not equipped with lifts. Newer hotels are always a better option as they have been designed with accessibility in mind.



FERRIES

While passenger ferries operated by TP Line and Kapetan Luka are fully accessible and fitted with ramps, only some Jadrolinija car ferries are equipped with lifts. However, persons with reduced mobility have the right to free assistance.

Free Accessible Toilets

All of the bigger supermarkets are required by Croatian law to have free toilet facilities for their customers, including an accessible toilet for those with reduced mobility.

Public Transport

In many cities such as Zagreb, Split and Dubrovnik, the public transport system is accessible for wheelchair users and others with limited mobility in the form of kneeling buses and low-floor trams.

DISABLED PARKING PERMITS

If you have an EU disability parking permit from your country of residence, it’s also valid in all other EU countries, including Croatia. As long as it’s displayed, you have the same parking rights as local residents.


RESOURCES

croatiaairlines.com/special-passenger-categories/accessible-travel
Travelling with Croatia Airlines.
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visitzagreb.hr/theme/accessible-zagreb
Accessible attractions in Zagreb.
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homerent.agency/en/croatia-travel-guide-wheelchair-users
A travel guide for wheelchair users.
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Some trains operated by Croatian Railways are low-step trains, aiding ease of access for all passengers. Inquire about the accessibility of the train before making a reservation.
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Scan for more tips before visiting



HOW TO… Go Island-Hopping

If you plan to hop over to a few of Croatia’s many islands, you’ll inevitably travel by boat. Here’s our handy guide to travelling by passenger and car ferry, or renting your own boat.

Choosing Ferry Operators

Jadrolinija (jadrolinija.hr) is the state ferry company and the largest, operating both passenger and car ferries on more than 35 seasonal and year-round routes up and down the Adriatic coast, as well as two destinations in Italy: Ancona and Bari.

TP Line (tp-line.hr) runs seasonal and year-round passenger ferries from Split, Makarska and Dubrovnik to Šipan, Mljet, Korčula, Lastovo, Brač, Hvar and Vis Islands.

Kapetan Luka (krilo.hr/en) has fast passenger services (seasonal only) to destinations in Dalmatia, as well as from Pula in Istria to the Kvarner Islands and Zadar.

G&V Line (gv-zadar.com) has a fleet of passenger ferries connecting Zadar to a handful of nearby islands throughout the year.

Mia Tours (miatours.hr) runs year-round passenger services from Zadar and Šibenik to neighbouring islands.

Bura Line (buraline.com) operates seasonal passenger ferries between Split, Slatine and Trogir.

Rapska Plovidba (rapska-plovidba.hr) On Rab Island; runs year-round car-ferry services between Rab, the mainland and Pag Island.

How to Make a Booking

Timetables and ticket bookings are available online. Use your mobile phone to take advantage of paper-free tickets. You can also buy tickets at the port or at any of the ferry company’s offices. Fares vary according to the season, size of your vehicle, and number of passengers. Passage for children up to three years of age is free.

What’s on Board the Ferries

Both passenger and car ferries are comfortable and well-equipped with air-conditioning, toilets and free wi-fi. You can expect to find a cafe or bar offering drinks and snacks, while some of the bigger boats operating on longer routes include restaurants.

Rent Your Own Boat

A popular way to tour the Adriatic islands is to hire your own sailboat with a skipper and even a cook. This allows you to plan your own itinerary and offers the most flexibility.


USEFUL TIPS

Katamaran is a fast passenger ferry, while trajekt is a car ferry.

The number of crossings increases during summer, while some routes only run in summer.

The bora (‘bura’ in Croatian) is a fierce northeast wind that frequently disrupts services. On especially windy days, passenger (and sometimes car ferry) services are often cancelled or delayed.

In peak summer, arrive at the port early if you’re travelling by car. Jadrolinija tickets are valid for one day – if you miss your departure, you can catch the next ferry.

Travelling as a foot passenger on a car ferry is much cheaper than taking a vehicle. You can hire a car, scooter or bicycle at your destination instead.








Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

These can vary throughout the year and between regions. A law introduced in July 2023 limits shops to opening on 16 Sundays a year. Retailers decide which Sundays to open, with many choosing not to close on Sundays in July and August.

Banks 8am–6pm Monday to Friday

Bars 10am–2am

Cafes 7am–11pm

Restaurants 10am–10pm

Shopping malls 9am–10pm

Supermarkets 7am–9pm

Internet Access

Most cities have free public internet networks, as do airports, public buses and many businesses.


Weights & Measures

Croatia uses the metric system. Decimal points are indicated by commas, and thousands by points.

Smoking

In Croatia, smoking is banned in enclosed public spaces, including restaurants, bars, shops and public transport.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
UTC+1

Country code
385

Emergency number
112

Population
3.9 million



Electricity 220V/50Hz

[image: jpg]

PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

There are 14 public holidays in Croatia. Banks close on these days while some shops and businesses may remain open. Bus and ferry timetables often operate on a different schedule on holidays.


New Year’s Day 1 January

Epiphany 6 January

Easter Sunday & Monday March/April

Labour Day 1 May

Statehood Day 30 May

Corpus Christi 60 days after Easter

Day of Antifascist Resistance 22 June

Homeland Thanksgiving Day 5 August

Feast of the Assumption 15 August

All Saints’ Day 1 November

Remembrance Day for the Victims of the Homeland War 18 November

Christmas 25 & 26 December






Language

In Croatian, every letter is pronounced and its sound does not vary from word to word. Let’s get started.


Basics

Hello. Dobar dan. do·bar dan

Goodbye. Zbogom. zbo·gom

Yes. Da. da

No. Ne. ne

Please. Molim. mo·lim

Thank you. Hvala vam/ti (pol/inf). hva·la vam/ti

Excuse me. Oprostite. o·pro·sti·te

Sorry. Žao mi je. zha·o mi ye

What’s your name? Kako se zovete/zoveš? (pol/inf) ka·ko se zo·ve·te/zo·vesh

My name is … Zovem se … zo·vem se

Do you speak English? Govorite/Govoriš li engleski? (pol/inf) go·vo·ri·te/go·vo·rish li en·gle·ski

I don’t understand. Ja ne razumijem. ya ne ra·zu·mi·yem

Directions

Where’s (the station)?

Gdje je (stanica)? gdye ye (sta·ni·tsa)

What’s the address?

Koja je adresa? koy·a ye a·dre·sa

Could you please write it down?

Možete li to napisati?/Možeš li to napisati? (pol/inf) mo·zhe·te li to na·pi·sa·ti/mo·zhesh li to na·pi·sa·ti

Can you show me (on the map)?

Možete li mi to pokazati (na karti)? mo·zhe·te li mi to po·ka·za·ti (na kar·ti)

Signs

Ulaz/Izlaz Entrance/Exit

Otvoreno/Zatvoreno Open/Closed

Slobodna Mjesta Rooms Available

Bez Slobodnih Mjesta No Vacancies

Informacije Information

Policijska Stanica Police Station

Zabranjeno Prohibited

WC Toilets

Muški Men

Ženski Women

Toplo/Hladno Hot/Cold

Time

What time is it? Koliko je sati?

ko·li·ko ye sa·ti

It’s (10) o’clock. (Deset) je sati. (de·set) ye sa·ti

Half past (10). (Deset) i po. (de·set) i po

morning jutro. yu·tro

afternoon popodne. po·pod·ne

evening večer. ve·cher

yesterday jučer. yu·cher

today danas. da·nas

tomorrow sutra. su·tra

Emergencies

Help! Upomoć! u·po·moch

Go away! Maknite se! mak·ni·te se

I’m ill. Language. pronunciation

Call …! Zovite …! zo·vi·te

a doctor liječnika li·yech·ni·ka

the police policiju. po·li·tsi·yu

Eating & drinking

What would you recommend?

Što biste nam preporučili? shto bi·ste nam pre·po·ru·chi·li

Cheers! Živjeli! zhi·vye·li

I’d like the bill please.

Mogu li dobiti račun molim. mo·gu li do·bi·ti ra·chun mo·lim


NUMBERS

1

jedan ye·dan

2

dva dva

3

tri tri

4

četiri che·ti·ri

5

pet pet

6

šest shest

7

sedam se·dam

8

osam o·sam

9

devet de·vet

10

deset de·set




DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

Did you know that the words Dalmatian and cravat come from Croatian?



PRONOUNCING EVERY VOWEL

In written Croatian, vowels that appear next to each other don’t run together as in English. When you see two or more vowels written next to each other in a Croatian word, pronounce them separately.

Must-Know Grammar

Some Croatian words have masculine and feminine forms. There are also polite and informal ways of addressing people. We added a couple to this guide showing polite (pol) and informal (inf) alternatives.


10 Phrases to Sound Like a Local

Šta ima? – What’s up?

Kužim/Ne kužim – I understand./I don’t understand.

To je fora! – That’s cool!

To je mrak! – That’s awesome!

Idemo na cugu – Let’s go for a drink.

To je puno love – That’s a lot of money.

Nema šanse! – No way!

Nema veze – Never mind

Idemo na klopu – Let’s go for some food.

Nema frke – No problem.



Coping with Consonants

Croatian consonant sounds all have close equivalents in English. The rolled r sound can be pronounced in combination with other consonants as a separate syllable – eg Hrvat hr·vat (Croat). If the syllables without vowels look a bit intimidating, try inserting a slight ‘uh’ sound before the r to help them run off your tongue more easily.

WHO SPEAKS CROATIAN?

About 6 million people in the world speak Croatian as their native tongue, including around 5 million in Croatia itself.
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THE CROATIA

STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Croatian life.


A History of Croatia in 15 Places

Croatia’s story told through its most emblematic landmarks.

Lucie Grace

Meet the Croatians

Getting to know the people of Croatia.

Anja Mutic

Nomadic Hubs: Work in Croatia

Find out what makes Croatia so appealing to remote workers.

Lucie Grace

Krka National Park: Hidden Histories

Discover magnificent sights from famous waterfalls to a pioneering hydroelectric plant.

Lucie Grace

History of (Over)Tourism

The changing face of tourism and how to do Croatia differently.

Anja Mutic
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A HISTORY OF CROATIA IN
15 places

At first glance, Croatia’s story seems to be one of a realm batted between empires; the Venetians to the west, Ottoman Turks from the south and Austro Hungarians in the north and east. It’s a complicated history, but prior to invading armies staking claims on different corners, an early Croatia prospered. By Lucie Grace


AFTER ANCIENT ILLYRIANS, Greeks and Romans, Croats arrived on the scene in the 8th century CE. They were led by Duke Branimir, who pushed out the Byzantine Romans and settled in regions like Krk, Nin and Zadar, leading this first incarnation of the country which the Vatican recognised from 845 CE.

A land of innovation, statesmanship, piety and cultural tradition that prospered from the 9th to 12th century, the country lost its sovereignty in 1102 due to an unfortunate marriage alliance with a Hungarian king, and proceeded to see centuries of land grabs from its neighbours Austria, Hungary, Turkey and Venice.

An official Croatian state was reborn on the creation of the Kingdom (and later Republic) of Yugoslavia in 1918, following the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Habsburg Empire. Under Yugoslavia, Croatia had its own leadership and identity, with Josip Broz Tito as leader from 1937. On the surface things seemed settled until Tito’s death, when most states in Yugoslavia sought autonomy. The grizzly civil war that followed saw the Croatia we know today declare independence in 1991, although it took until 1995 and the end of the Homeland War for the borders to be universally accepted.

Within two decades the nation was thriving, full of hope, pride and booming tourism.

1. Histri Stone Circles, Poreč

ENIGMATIC ORIGINS

Two sets of ancient mounds, Mordele and Picugi, sit inland from the Poreč coast, neat rows of hilltops flattened and covered in megalithic stone circles. They were built by the Histri tribe of Illyrians who lived across the Istrian Peninsula (and, after whom Istria is named) 2500 years ago, until the Romans drove them out in 200 BCE.

Croatian archaeologist Ante Šonje surmised that the now ruined stone circles would have been used for sacrificial purposes by the agrarian Histri. Findings at the site link the Celts and Ancient Greeks to the hills, too.

2. Diocletian’s Palace, Split

IMPERIAL MIGHT IN MARBLE

Dalmatian-born Roman emperor Diocletian ruled the Byzantine (Balkan) flank of the empire alongside a tetrarchy of rulers he’d selected in the 4th century CE. He didn’t like Christianity and martyred countless early priest s (San Marino ran away from Rab to found San Marino) but he did like building palaces – his own grand retirement home within a military fortress.

The remnants of said garrison home make up Split’s old town, which has been occupied and lived in since the 7th century CE. It’s an impressive sea-facing structure and one of the most well-preserved Roman buildings in Europe.

3. Museum of Apoxyomenos, Lošinj

A SCULPTURE LIKE NO OTHER

Opened in 2016, this impactful museum is one of the few in the world to be founded for one piece, an astoundingly detailed Ancient Greek sculpture of a sportsman, scraping himself clean after an athletic feat. Found by a visiting Belgian diving photographer, who kept his discovery quiet until 1999, the bronze lay on the local seabed for 2000 years, 45m deep in water.

Lošinj was not a Greek region, but a Roman ship threw the sculpture overboard during a storm in the 1st century BCE, revealing the wealth and heady Greek influence in the area.
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4. Roman Amphitheatre, Pula

LET THE GAMES BEGIN

This remarkably well-preserved arena is Croatia’s other highlight of Roman architecture (alongside Diocletian’s Palace) built between 27 BCE and 68 CE by Emperor Vespasian, the ruler who also commissioned Rome’s Colosseum.

As well as showing the region’s importance to the Roman Empire, it’s also a testament to the locals of Pietas Julia, aka Pula, who managed to stave off any demolition or relocation of the structure. One of the four side towers has a plaque commemorating the senator Gabriele Emo who halted Venice’s plan to have the amphitheatre moved there in the 16th century.

5. St Nicholas Church, Nin

THE FIRST KINGS OF CROATIA

St Nicholas Church is a small but magnificent structure up on a hill as you approach Nin from the south. Standing for 900 years, the chapel is much revered, as the first-ever Croatian kings were crowned inside.

It’s a valuable monument and one of Nin’s symbols and has remained untouched since its construction. The heyday of this first Croatia lasted from the 8th to 12th century, and the dukes, kings and bishops of Nin played a huge part in forming Croatian identity, something Croatians still hold dear to their hearts today.

6. Old City Walls, Dubrovnik

UNMISSABLE IN EVERY SENSE

Croatia’s most visited site and a marvel of medieval architecture, Dubrovnik’s city walls are extraordinarily intact and an awe-inspiring feat of engineering. Defensive walls were first built around Dubrovnik in the 9th century CE, but it was the Middle Ages that saw proper fortifications constructed, using 1.5m-thick stone and 15 turrets lining the perimeter.

The Ragusan Republic, as Dubrovnik was formerly known, was under constant threat of attack by the Ottoman Turks, so the following centuries saw the barriers get thicker, higher and stronger, until the town was completely fortified by the 15th century.

7. Glagolitic Inscriptions, Krk

SAINTLY SCRIPTS

Glagolitic script was used across Croatia in medieval times and is considered to be the oldest known Slavic alphabet. Not hugely dissimilar to Cyrillic, it was designed in the 9th century by St Cyril and his brother Methodius, who used their alphabets to spread Christianity.

Krk was a Glagolitic stronghold; the earliest known Glagolitic inscription, the Baška Tablet, is an 800kg stone slab found in St Lucy’s Church & Monastery, and carved in the 11th century. You can still see a reproduction in the church – the original is displayed in the Strossmayer Gallery of Old Masters, Zagreb.

8. Zagreb’s Old Towns

TWO CITIES ARE BETTER THAN ONE

Before local leader Josip Jelačić united them in 1851, Zagreb’s centre was actually two separate old towns, each on a hill of their own, separated in purpose and divided literally by a later filled-in canal.

On the eastern side sits Kaptol, the clergy’s neighbourhood, first recorded in 1094 when King Ladislaus I founded the Zagreb diocese; the cathedral came soon after. To the west, Gradec, founded in 1242 by a royal charter from King Béla IV, was home to merchants and artisans – you can still enter via the Stone Gate (Kamenita Vrata) today, one of a few remnants of its fortification.

9. St James Cathedral, Šibenik

GOING GOTHIC

Zadar designer Juraj Dalmatinac’s masterpiece, the jaw-dropping bright-white stone St James (Sv Jakov) Cathedral, is a montage of architectural styles from different eras, with Gothic and Renaissance features piled on top of one another, and completed in 1536. Its fascinating feature is the frieze of 71 heads that pull funny faces, from the hilarious to downright scary, which were all based on local 15th-century citizens, albeit caricature versions.

Unlike many other Dalmatian communities, Šibenik was not originally Greek or Roman but founded by Croatian king Petar Krešimir IV in the 11th century, selected for its defensive position, nestled in a sea inlet.

10. Old Town, Varaždin

IF IT AIN’T BAROQUE, DON’T FIX IT

A border city in the northeastern reaches of the country, Varaždin saw trade and commerce flow through, and consequently so did the finest rococo and baroque architecture of its day, which miraculously survives intact. Today it’s the best baroque old town in Croatia and one of the finest in the world.

Varaždin’s cathedral was built by Jesuits in 1647, and has a magnificent entrance that shouldn’t be missed, as well as an 18th-century altar. The baroque and rococo palaces and houses in the old town serve as a reminder of the wealth and importance of Slavonia during Austro-Hungarian rule.

11. Habsburg Hotels, Opatija

OPULENCE AT ITS FINEST

Hotel Kvarner is Croatia’s oldest seaside resort, built in 1884, and Heritage Hotel Imperial shortly followed in 1885. Both are just as elegant now as the day the Austro-Hungarians opened them.

Convalescing was taken very seriously by Viennese royalty, whose doctors were tasked with the challenge of finding the perfect destination to build new health-centric hotels. Opatija was selected for its year-round sun, with winter temperatures averaging 10°C, and its fresh salty air, which is of course fantastic for the respiratory system.

The Habsburg-era hotels give Opatija its famously nostalgic, time-warp feel and undeniable wow appeal.

12. Watermills & Hydroelectric Plant, Krka National Park

WHAT A RUSH

The 73km-long River Krka courses through Dalmatia and locals have been harnessing the power of the river since the 11th century with watermills dotted along it.

Next to Skradinski Buk falls are the remnants of one of the world’s earliest hydroelectric plants, which you can still see in Krka National Park, where a huge turbine wheel sits as a reminder that Šibenik became the third city in the world with an alternating current street-lighting system and the first with the complete system of production, distribution and transmission.
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13. Titanic Life Vest, Rijeka

A TITANIC LINK TO THE OCEAN

In Rijeka’s Maritime & History Museum of the Croatian Coast there’s one very rare artefact on display, a life vest from the ill-fated Titanic.

But what has Rijeka got to do with the shipwreck? Well, quite a lot: the city was a huge European port and the majority of the crew on the HMS Carpathia, the ship that answered the Titanic’s distress call and rescued the survivors, were from Rijeka. One of those heroic sailors from the Carpathia kept a life vest from the traumatic expedition, which his family found decades later and donated to the museum.

14. Old Village Museum, Kumrovec

TITO’S BIRTHPLACE IS A TIME CAPSULE

The Staro Selo (Old Village) Museum is an open-air ethnographic museum which includes the birthplace of 20th-century leader, Josip Broz Tito. In this recreation of a 19th-century hamlet, you’ll find 30 restored houses and barns made of pressed earth and wood, known as hiže (traditional Zagorje huts). They present a window to daily rural life and customs of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

Tito’s house is now a museum with original furniture, memorabilia and a life-sized bronze sculpture. The museum is in the village of Kumrovec, in the Sutla River valley near the Slovenian border.

15. Brijuni National Park

TITO’S SANCTUARY

Now a national park, the island of Brijuni was once the Yugoslavian leader’s private residence, his home for four months each year from 1953 until 1979.

Lavish guesthouses (now hotels) and his own White House, Bijela Vila, hosted world leaders who came to talk politics and fill his safari park with animals gifted from around the world, which you can still visit today.

Bijela Vila was the site of a meeting in July 1956, which saw the Presidents of Egypt, India and Yugoslavia all agree to be unaffiliated to either the Eastern or Western Bloc, thus staying out of the Cold War.





MEET THE
CROATIONS

You won’t get far with small talk and may be surprised by some people’s aloof attitudes, but once you crack the ice of initial awkwardness, you’ll find Croatians warm, welcoming and always up for a good laugh. ANJA MUTIC introduces her people.


‘WELCOME TO THE most beautiful sea in the world!’ You surely know which one we mean: it is Croatia’s Adriatic, of course. Croatians are an extremely proud and patriotic bunch – especially proud of the gifts of nature their country has been bestowed with, including its island-speckled coast. They also love superlatives – everyone is ‘the best (insert xx here)’ and they like to flaunt the successes of their countrymen and women (more so the men; gender equality has a way to go in Croatia). I always see it as a small country complex. And also a mindset that is trying to find its place between the hardworking, somewhat reserved and complacent Mitteleuropa that defines the northern areas of the country, particularly Zagreb, and the laid-back, anything-goes Mediterranean ways of the people along the coast, especially in Dalmatia.

Dwindling Population

The last census, done in 2021, found that the population of Croatia decreased by a hefty 9.64% in the last 10 years.

This makes the Croatian mindset a heady cultural pendulum that swings back and forth, depending on where you go in the country. It may partially explain why some visitors rave about the incredible hospitality of Croatian people who opened their homes and hearts in previously unseen ways, while others come away with the sense that Croatians are just rude and disinterested. Both impressions are probably true. For starters, Croatians don’t do small talk or exchange pleasantries. They can appear quite abrupt in their social interactions and even disinterested and aloof. Part of that is because they stick to their own. Croatia is a cliquey place, with a strong sense of community, where family is hugely important and outside family relations, everyone has their own inner circle that pretty much rules and entirely occupies their social lives. While they can be friendly to outsiders, they hardly ever invite them in, even to the outer edges of the inner circle.

That said, if you crack a Croatian and break the ice, once the barrier of strained initial interaction is down and you find your way ‘in’, you will find they’re super-warm, welcoming, hospitable, open, loyal and funny. Croatians love to laugh, at themselves and others, and appreciate a good sense of humour, though you also may have to sit through hours of poorly translated jokes that don’t make much sense in English but are still hilarious – to them. You’re also likely to have many arguments at cafes and bars over who is going to foot the bill; let them pay once or twice but then next time get up and pay the waiter while they’re not looking. You don’t want to cross a Croatian, or it may start a litany of complaining, which is a national sport in Croatia.
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I’M CROATIAN BUT IT’S COMPLICATED

I was born and raised in Zagreb into a mixed family (Croatian and Serb) but left right after high school and spent 20 years living outside Croatia – four in the UK and 16 in the US – and travelling around the world.

My adult life happened outside Croatia but then I returned, like a salmon coming back to its native river to spawn, and became a mum.

Living in Croatia now for the last 10 years has been strange; I often feel like an outsider on the fringes of many inner circles. I’m raising a biracial, bilingual son (who is Croatian and Afro-Portuguese) and at our family gatherings you’ll often hear five languages being spoken (Catalan and Spanish included).

For many Croatians, I’m tricky to label and box, yet also blessed with a multicultural, truly global perspective.







NOMADIC HUBS: WORK IN CROATIA

Croatia’s fame as a nomad favourite has snowballed in recent years, but where did this appeal sprout from? By Lucie Grace


A HOT SPOT for remote workers who flock here from around the world, Croatia has been leading the way and providing a welcoming environment for the digital nomad community for years. For a start, it was one of the earliest countries to announce a Digital Nomad Visa (it’s actually a residency permit) in December 2020 for anyone who is working for a company based outside Croatia and looking to stay for longer than their tourist stamp allows – that’s 90 days for UK and US passport holders. But formatively, the past 10 years have seen thriving nomad scenes sprout within many of its cities.

Split is undoubtedly the nomad hub of the country. The metropolis has an exuberant energy, its Ancient Roman centre pulsing with life, lined with vibrant bars and restaurants that overlook the sea. It’s easy to see why so many remote workers stop here. Split has top cafes to work in, like Cookie Lab, D16 and the Daltonista, plus a thriving nomad community to dive straight into with coworking spaces aplenty: the Works, Scaleup and Smartspace are all providing sleek, well-designed spaces to join monthly, weekly or daily.

Veteran of the scene Tanja Polegubic opened Saltwater Nomads in 2015 and is now consulting tourism boards across the country on working with digital nomads. ‘My coworking spaces were always in the city centre, that was the selling point’, she remembers. ‘Every country has its own nomad thing going on. But when you look at what we offer, there is so much natural beauty in Croatia, we enable that connection to nature. We hold smaller events and host small batch experiences, we don’t run conferences for thousands of people. Everything is intimate here. It seems like it’s a sustainable way for us.’
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Hiking Is a Digi detox

Further north along the Dalmatian coast, sailing capital and Ancient Roman city, Zadar, is another nomad favourite for a similar reason – the close proximity to nature. Gillie Sutherland, a yoga teacher who’s lived in Croatia for three years and runs wellness-focused nomad events, explains: ‘We hosted a nomad village at the Falkensteiner Hotel, Zadar’s eco-camping and glamping site, with 56 nomads staying over the course of five months.

‘Their feedback told us that the highlight of the whole digital nomad village was our hikes out in Paklenica National Park and the Velebit Mountains. They loved the hikes because it ticked all the boxes: a digi-detox, getting out of the office, into nature, a cultural experience, meeting the locals, exercise. We even did a community event with them, helping install the solar panels.’

Sustainable micro events in Zadar are not the only draw though: ‘The way of life over here is very calm, polako, that’s everything here. It means slowly, no stress. This was my biggest lesson here – what we learn from the locals about how to live, it’s just about the chilling and taking it easy.’

More recently, Dubrovnik has been getting on board with residencies and nomad schemes. Mita Carriman has been an ambassador on the Dubrovnik digital nomad program. ‘I have been a nomad for six years and I have a nomad startup that’s backed by Google and Backstage Capital called Adventurely; we’re a travel club for digital nomads and remote workers.’

She feels the Pearl of the Adriatic has just as much to offer nomads as Split and Zadar further north. ‘Dubrovnik feels very much aligned with where I am right now. I like the serenity of just hearing the birds and the sounds of the sea. The two orange trees outside my flat. I think I would love the off season here, not being around people because you know, with work being so busy, it’s nice to have that serenity to balance things out.’

Mita’s ambassador event made the most of Croatia’s natural environment too. ‘At Adventurely we’ve been interweaving concepts around sustainable nomadism. So I thought why don’t we do something for Earth Day? We organised a tree planting meet-up on the island of Lokrum, we had a picnic, the group passed around the shovel working on planting new trees, we had someone from Lokrum explain about the history of the island to us, the sun really shone down on us that day.’

Dubrovnik’s Appeal to 35-plus Nomads

So maybe Dubrovnik is for a more veteran nomad crowd looking for a classier place for a long stay? Mita ponders: ‘I don’t think that nomad destinations are a monolith. I think that each one has its strengths and its nuances that appeal to different types of nomads and now that nomadism has scaled around the world, you have a spectrum of nomad. So I don’t think Dubrovnik is going to appeal to a 25-year-old who wants to stay in a hostel. I’m gonna say it has appeal for the 35-plus crowd, people who want to enjoy wine, nice dinners and the pace.’

Once you’ve settled on where to base yourself in Croatia, you’ll need to get a rental contract (one from your Airbnb host is fine) to apply for Croatia’s Digital Nomad Visa. Be sure to stay at the same address for the duration of the application process, which can take a fair few months – but you’re allowed to stay in the country while your visa is under review. Check the terms and conditions in advance as a criminal-records check signed off from your home country is a requirement and is much easier to do while you’re still at home! For up-to-date information on how to apply, see Expat in Croatia (expatinSWcroatia.com/digital-nomad-visa-croatia).





KRKA NATIONAL PARK: HIDDEN HISTORIES

One of Croatia’s most visited sites is home to a world of fauna, rare flora and historic buildings. By Lucie Grace


THERE’S SO MUCH more to Krka National Park than its famous waterfalls. Aside from being a field day for nature lovers with 46 mammals, 142 types of birds, and more than 100 species of flora in the park that have endangered status – super rare orchids, for example – this gargantuan natural space has a wealth of historical buildings and sights.

Marvel at Skradinski Buk Waterfall

The undoubtable star of Krka National Park is Skradinski Buk waterfall; its crystal waters flowing in myriad hues of blues and greens beggar belief. But that’s just the start of this story, or rather the end – as the falls are the final destination of the lengthy 72km River Krka, the pools under Skradinski Buk are the last hurrah before it flows into an estuary that becomes the sea at Šibenik.

Visit a Pioneering Hydroelectric Plant

Social-media-friendly, world-famous falls aside, there are discoveries galore throughout the national park. Upstream from the waterfalls, subtle evidence of a colossal advance in science sits on the riverbank; a massive steel cog which was part of a pioneering hydroelectric plant that gave Šibenik electricity in 1895. It was only the third city in the world with an alternating current (AC) street-lighting system and the first with the complete system of production, distribution and transmission.

River Krka locals have been harnessing the power of the river since the 11th century (if not longer) with charming stone and wooden watermills dotted along the length of the river, used in bygone centuries for grinding grain, forging horseshoes, weaving bags, washing cloth, ploughing, sowing and food preparation.

The park management owns many of these tiny mills and has converted some into ethnography museums and learning or workshop spaces. Our personal favourite, though, is the family-run (and still privately owned) old school mill, Kristijan Rural Household, a tiny restaurant serving platters of delicious local cheese, wine and breads, with tables that straddle either side of the running river, sitting just alongside Roški Slap waterfall.

Roški Slap is open for public swimming since the closure of Skradinski Buk for swimming, so both the waterfall and Kristijan mill should be added to your Krka hit list.
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Find Peace at Lake Viskovac

En route to Roški Slap you’ll pass by the illustrious, deep-blue Lake Viskovac, made doubly picturesque by the presence of medieval wonder Mother of Mercy Franciscan Monastery, perched delicately on an island in the middle of the lake. Founded in the 14th century by Augustinian hermits, the monastery was expanded in 1445 by Franciscans escaping the Ottoman invasion of Bosnia.

Boat trips head here hourly from the northeastern shore of the lake, or directly from Skradinski Buk falls, which gives you 30 minutes to explore the island.

The peaceful, idyllic gardens are still maintained by the resident monks, as is the museum, full of photos of the destruction of the area taken during the Homeland War, as well as the world’s smallest book.

Head into the Oziđana Pećina Caves

Upstream from Lake Viskovac and Roški Slap falls are the mind-bogglingly old Oziđana Pećina caves, deep tunnel-like expanses with two chimneys in the rear section where Stone Age people lived 9000 years ago. There’s a small exhibition within the cave, which requires quite a hike up a wooden staircase to reach, but even without the displays, it’s a moving space – it’s impossible to not feel impressed that humans existed there.

A large number of fragments of pottery vessels were found in the cave, which proves the presence of a range of Adriatic Neolithic cultures, and the excavations also found flint knives, stone tools and the bones of various animals like sheep, deer and wildcats. Perched on high, alongside the life-giving River Krka, you can gaze out of the cave over the flowing waters below. And gaze you must, as the view of rippling cascades known as ‘the necklaces’ is stunning – it’s one of the best views in the park and only viewable from above, outside the caves.

Discover the Orthodox Monastery Krka

Heading north from there, a short drive takes you to the Orthodox Monastery Krka, a still fully functioning monastery that was founded in 1345. It’s a must-visit, with enthusiastic guide Mihajlo on hand to explain the riveting history of the catacombs and ultra-rare iconostasis complete with its 54 icons. The monastery is based on the banks of the river and has its own vineyard and gardens, with a few sweet donkeys mowing the lawn the natural way.

Head up to the Manojlovački Waterfall

After the moving monastery, head up to the last cluster of sights in the northernmost reaches of the park, starting with Manojlovački Waterfall, which is one of the most impressive scenes on the river. The Emperor Franz Joseph I of Austria and his wife Elisabeth, better known as Sissi, visited the falls and viewpoint during a state visit in 1875, as shown by the plaque carved into the bedrock.

You can walk to the bottom of the waterfall and see its spectrum of greens in the water and the remains of yet another charming old watermill; it’s quite the fairy-tale scene.

Learn History at Burnum Roman Ruins

Just a few minutes from Manojlovački Waterfall are the Burnum Roman Ruins, the remains of the only Roman military amphitheatre in Croatia. The amphitheatre was built for a legion who were stationed locally, and was discovered by Austro-Hungarian archaeologists in the 19th century. Excavations are ongoing, with many seats buried under grass and rubble, so it’s best to go to the park’s museum before or after to get more context as there are artefacts and some kid-friendly displays and videos there. Also keep your eyes peeled for the two magnificent white arches of a ruined aqueduct on the roadside around the corner.

So all in all, from Neolithic dwellings and findings, a Roman amphitheatre, medieval monasteries, vital watermills and pioneering hydroelectric power plants, it’s fair to call Krka National Park a living museum with buckets of history and local culture. Plan for more than Skradinski Buk waterfall – you won’t be disappointed.





HISTORY OF (OVER)TOURISM

Croatia’s tourism influx has opened a can of worms. Still, there are ways to write a new page. By Anja Mutic


PEOPLE ACROSS THE world have always been on the move, for pilgrimages, migrations and business along ancient trade routes. Tourism as we know it, travelling to a place outside our usual environment for leisure or work, is a more recent phenomenon. In Croatia it began sometime in the early 19th century, when people began to travel to take the healing waters of thermal spa towns like Varaždinske Toplice.

The real boon for Croatian tourism happened when well-heeled aristocrats during the Austro-Hungarian era in the late 19th century discovered there was this stunningly gorgeous stretch of seaside not too far away – and they could reach it by railroad. Kvarner had a lot going for it, including a soothingly mild climate, incredibly fresh air and medicinal flora and fauna that could ease away various ails and aches. Soon enough, counts, empresses, barons and various heirs and noblesse stormed the coast of Kvarner. In 1844, Villa Angiolina in Opatija was among the first to be built as a summer residence; today, the grand villa houses the Croatian Museum of Tourism and the Opatija Riviera is considered the birthplace of Croatian tourism.

Tourism across Croatia continued to grow over the coming century. The Esplanade Hotel was built in 1925 in Zagreb along the Orient Express train route; it still lords over the capital’s lodging scene with its unwavering if somewhat faded historic grandeur. The English King Edward VIII and his wife famously discovered the joys of skinny dipping on Rab Island in the 1930s and spawned the whole naturism movement that’s still going strong in Croatia. In the 1960s, as the economy swelled, tourism became a thing of mass proportions, with rampant hotel development along the coast. In 1979, the first three locations in Croatia became UNESCO World Heritage Sites (Diocletian’s Palace in Split, Dubrovnik’s Old Town and Plitvice Lakes National Park); today, there are 10 across the country.

Winds of Change

Then came the war in the 1990s and tourism pretty much collapsed. Once peace returned and life stabilised, tourism started to flourish again in the early 2000s, first drawing more intrepid visitors to the ‘Mediterranean as it once was’ (Croatia’s tourism slogan for many years). Slowly but steadily, Croatia poised itself firmly on the tourist map of Europe and tourism revenue became one of the most important pillars of its economy, currently accounting for about 20% of the country’s GDP. As more people started ‘discovering’ Croatia, word got out about its spectacular coastline and demand grew, the government and the private sector recognised the potential for profit. This led to an onslaught of uncontrolled building along the coast. ‘Build and they will come’ was the guiding principle, without much regard for the environment and any long-term strategy for tourism development. Today’s problem of ‘apartmanisation’ along the coast is a result of that.

Then came Game of Thrones. Since 2011, millions of fans of the HBO show descended on Dubrovnik to see ‘King’s Landing’, which, on top of the city’s many other appeals, sealed it as a bucket-list destination. Then the large cruise ships unloaded busloads of people in Dubrovnik’s old town, clogging its limestone streets without injecting cash into the local economy. Then came the drunken stag-party tourists trammelling Split and Hvar. Meanwhile, the lakes of Plitvice literally drowned in summer with way too many people along its boardwalks.

With these issues, Unesco has on several occasions threatened to remove the World Heritage Site status from Plitvice and Dubrovnik. Dubrovnik became the infamous poster child of overtourism, with Split, now plagued by similar issues, following suit. Has ‘Croatia, Full of Life’ (the last tourism slogan of Croatia, currently being reimagined) become maybe a bit too full of life?
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How Did We Get Here?

Now, how did this happen, are their counterpoints and why should you care? The process has been long, layered and complex. Attempts at curbing overtourism are being made, with varying success – such as regulating the number of cruise-ship passengers allowed in the old town of Dubrovnik, advising against dragging wheely suitcases along its cobblestones to prevent noise pollution, introducing fines for bad behaviour (vomit in a public space in Split and you may be paying a hefty €150) and boosting the promotion of continental Croatia.

In addition, there have been amazing inroads made by creative tourism players and innovative thinkers, from new trekking routes, regeneration and sustainability initiatives, inspiring retreat centres, family-run hotels with an eco-imprint, small food producers and others. For all the talk of overtourism, these players have often worked in the shadows without getting the attention they deserve in the media, making it difficult to see the silver lining.

As for why you should care… Well, you will feel it when you visit. (The coast of) Croatia is overrun and overpriced in the peak summer season. As a Croatian, few things are more unappealing than finding myself in Dubrovnik in mid-August. It’s overcrowded and inauthentic, with locals stressed out and stretched thin by the sheer number of people. But who am I to tell you not to witness the dazzling beauty of its old town as the sun drops into the sea or wander the dreamy Diocletian’s Palace in Split at the crack of dawn? These may just be those magic moments you’ll remember for the rest of your life.

Tourism as a Two-Way Road

I get it that bucket lists are the bible of travel these days, that most of us have limited holiday time and that we all want beauty – and Croatia is a stunner, no doubt. Not to place the burden of responsibility on your shoulders, but tourism is a two-way road. You can’t fix the issue of overtourism in Croatia (let’s leave that to the local stakeholders), but there are ways you can help yourself have a more fulfilling and ‘authentic’ holiday and help the country turn the page in the way it shapes its tourism.

Here are some ideas. Come out of season (though flights and ferry schedules are reduced). Brave the weather – which has become unreliable anyway – and come in March or November. Tack on time to your holiday and head to amazing areas like Lika and Gorski Kotar. Skip the bucket list and go to Slavonia instead. It will not only get you bragging rights but you’ll also be supporting areas that actually need visitors instead of those reeling from too many. We know everyone wants to see the trifecta: Split–Dubrovnik–Hvar (pictured). Skip Split and explore Rijeka instead; it’s a buzzy and amazing port city. Go to Hvar in April and explore the Zadar archipelago in September. Forego selfies in the A-list celeb destinations and instead hang out with the underdog.

Travel with respect for local ways and the human need for peace, privacy and quiet; remember that people still live in these old towns that to you may look like museums. Seek out those small players making a big dent in Croatia’s tourism as it should be.

Come to Croatia. Just do it differently.
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“The first view of Rovinj is a formidable sight. Set on a hilly peninsula, it seems to rise out of the sea with the Church of St Euphemia soaring above the city’s rooftops.”
ISABEL PUTINJA
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“The age-old Upper Town streets of Zagreb are speckled with landmark buildings from baroque palaces, neoclassical mansions and medieval towers to neo-Gothic churches, and the iconic 18th century St Mark’s Church.”
ANJA MUTIC

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be copied, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, recording or otherwise, except brief extracts for the purpose of review, and no part of this publication may be sold or hired, without the written permission of the publisher. Lonely Planet and the Lonely Planet logo are trademarks of Lonely Planet and are registered in the US Patent and Trademark Office and in other countries. Lonely Planet does not allow its name or logo to be appropriated by commercial establishments, such as retailers, restaurants or hotels. Please let us know of any misuses: lonelyplanet.com/legal/intellectual-property.
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Renting acarisstillthe best
way to explore the region, asit
gives you the freedom to make
roadside stops along the way.
Some of the roads are curvy,
potholed and can be tricky to

Cycling is increasing in
popularity, especially in
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which are crisscrossed by
cycling routes. Note thatit‘s“
all roadsideriding without any
marked lanes, so there is an
elementof dangeras youride
on sometimes curvyroads
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Anairport bus runs regularly from the airport
(Zraéna Luka Franjo Tudman), which is located some
10km southeast of the city centre, to the main bus
terminal. There’s also local bus 290 to Kvaternikov
trg, whichruns every 35 minutes.
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Beyond
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PUBLIC TRANSPORT
The blue trams by ZET are fun toride, easy to
figure outand will take you to most attractions
beyond the centre. Buy your ticket from the Flea Market
driver, ata kiosk or via an app; make sure to ﬂ

validate it at a yellow machine on board.

Pe X

BICYCLE WALK

Though Zagrebis only now catchingonby Zagreb is simply perfect for walking, especially

adding more bike lanes, its size makes it great if you stickto the Lowerand Upper Towns where

forexploring on two wheels, especially the distances are manageable on foot. For roaming

Lower Town and beyond. Several places rent Upper Town's cobblestonestreets, it's best to

bikes per hour or per day; check out Blue Bike bring sneakers or decent walking shoes. e 0m

(zagrebbybike.com) and Nextbike (nextbike.hr). @ g e 0.2 mile.
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Many will tell you this is Croatia's
most heavenly island and they'd
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FERRY

Ferries link Dubrovnik to the
neighbouring towns and islands. Krilo
and Jadrolinija serve the larger Mljet
before heading to Koréula and Split,
while you can hop ona smaller boat to
Cavtat or the Elaphiti Islands departing
from the dinky old town harbour.
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BUS

Public buses run up and
down the coast from
Dubrovnik; it's an hour's
trip north to Ston or 30
minutes south to Cavtat;
ideal if wine tasting is on
the agenda.

Adriatic Sea

CAR & MOPED

Hiring a car might sound like
the way forward but parking is
extremely tricky in Dubrovnik

- you're better off renting a
moped or using one of the local
Mynt scooters; it's cheaper and
more convenient.
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\ Dubrovnik
A Stunning architecture,
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Crystal-blue waters lap the
shores of this rural, agricultural
archipelago off the coast of
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Zagreb

Istria
Kvarner

Istria

SEASIDE TOWNS, HILLTOP
IDYLLS, GASTRONOMIC DELIGHTS
Journey across this heart-shaped peninsula
on the northern stretch of the Adriatic Sea
for its charming coastal gems like Pula and
Rovinj, verdant landscapes strewn with
hilltop medieval towns such as Motovun and
endless vineyards, olive groves and truffle-
rich forests gifting the region its
foodie status.

Northern Dalmatia

Kvarner
VIBRANT TOWNS AND LESS-TRODDEN ISLANDS

The most underrated stretch of Croatia's coast,
Kvarner beckons with lesser-knownislands, such as
the eco-minded Krk, forest-strewn Cres and fragrant
Losinj. Dive into the urban delights of its port city, the
forward-thinking Rijeka, and get off the beaten path in
the fishing villages of the grand Opatija Riviera.

Northern Dalmatia

FROM MOUNTAINS TO ISLANDS AND
BACK AGAIN
The less-trodden stretch of Dalmatia, the

northern coast has it all - from four astounding
national parks (including dreamy waterfalls and

one massive mountain range) to captivating
living history in its buzzy coastal cities, Sibenik

and Zadar, and a sailing marvel through the
magnificent Kornati National Park archipelago.

Zagreb
CROATIA’S COSY POCKET-SIZE CAPITAL

Head to Croatia’s laid-back little capital city for a taste of
its offbeat museums, expansive green spaces, a happening
speciality coffee and art scene, and a vibrant street life that

spans all four seasons, including the height of winter (looking
atyou, Advent!).

Continental Croatia

Continental Croatia
FARMLANDS, WILDERNESS AND HEAPS OF HISTORY
Explore the pastoral countryside, storybook villages and
forested pockets of wilderness that span continental
Croatia, coupled with jaunts along the scenic wine roads of
Slavonia and Medimurje, history-rich towns like Varazdin
and Osijek, and Amazon-like wetlands of Baranja.

Split & Central Dalmatia

HISTORIC TREASURES AND ISLAND ESCAPES

Delve right into the heart of Dalmatia to uncover a treasure
trove of coastal cities, such as vibrant Split and its
monumental Diocletian's Palace, and the historic walled
town of Trogir. Then head out to the islands,
each one differentinvibe and spirit but all sporting
gorgeous beaches.

Split & Central Dalmatia
[ ]

Dubrovnik &
Southern Dalmatia

THE PEARL OF THE ADRIATIC AND ITS

Dubrovnik & Southern SHINY SHELL
Ralmaty Be dazzled by Dubrovnik and the mesmerising
[ ] beauty of its walled old town. Explore the

stunner historic gems of Game of Thrones fame,

then escape the crowds in the blissful Elaphiti

Islands, the rolling hills of the Konavle Valley, or
theislands of Koréula and Mljet further out.
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