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MONTENEGRO

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Lake Skadar | Vadym Lavra/Shutterstock ©

Montenegro claimed a special place in my heart many years ago, right from the moment I first crossed the border from Croatia and took a drive around the astonishingly beautiful Bay of Kotor. Things have changed a lot since then – it sure has gotten a lot busier – but the same thrill hits me each time I return. Some things never get old, and it seems that the sight of cerulean seas beneath lavender-hued mountains infused with the scent of oleander just happens to be one of them.

Peter Dragicevich

@peterdragnz

Born in New Zealand but with family roots in the former Yugoslavia, Peter has written dozens of guidebooks for Lonely Planet – including the first-ever edition of this book, not long after Montenegro regained its independence.

[image: jpg]

My favourite experience is cruising on Lake Skadar. Every boat trip I’ve taken there has been different, whether birdwatching among the water-lily meadows or calling in at remote island monasteries.
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Kotor | Borsuk Renat/Shutterstock ©

CONTRIBUTING WRITER

Lucie Grace

@80bathes / @LucieGraces

Lucie wrote the Dubrovnik (Croatia) chapter. She is a travel and culture writer, based between Croatia and Thailand, who has a lifelong passion for wild swimming.
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ANCIENT WALLED TOWNS

They may have been built for purely practical reasons, but Montenegro’s walled towns could hardly be more picturesque if they tried. Since the time of the Ancient Illyrians, locals have been fortifying their settlements along the Adriatic Coast to protect them from raiders and invading armies. Even today, the sight of stone walls rising from azure waters and capped off by terracotta roofs is the defining image of the region.

[image: jpg]

Stari Bar | Curioso.Photography/Shutterstock ©

Layer Upon Layer

Illyrian-built cyclopean walls, formed by gargantuan blocks of limestone, can still be seen on the approach to Ulcinj’s Upper Gate.
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Katsiuba Volha/Shutterstock ©

Winged Lions

The winged lion of St Mark, the symbol of the Venetian Republic, is prominently displayed on the walls of Kotor, Budva and Stari Bar.
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mama_mia/Shutterstock ©

Earthquake Damage

Herceg Novi, Stari Bar and Ulcinj still bear scars from the 6.9 magnitude earthquake of 1979 that killed 136 people.


BEST ANCIENT EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Open a portal in 1 Kotor to a Europe of shadowy lanes and stone churches on every square.

Encounter ancient history in 2 Budva through Greek artefacts in the Budva Museum and the ancient necropolis just outside the walls.

Watch the sun set over the impressive Old Town of 3 Ulcinj from the Liberty Monument above the beach.

Clamber through the enigmatic ruins of 4 Stari Bar, a fortified city built on a bluff surrounded by ancient olive groves.

Explore the fortresses protecting the historic heart of 5 Herceg Novi and wander along the stepped lanes that link them.







Chasing Wild Beauty

Montenegro’s five national parks stretch out to embrace limestone peaks, crystalline lakes, deep river canyons, untouched forests and fascinating cultural sites. All of this breathtaking natural beauty provides habitats for a multitude of critters – furry, feathered, spiky and scaly. Even as the crowds cram the beaches along the coast in the height of summer, there’s plenty of solitude to be found along remote mountain ridgelines and in isolated pockets of vast Lake Skadar.

[image: jpg]

Durmitor National Park | Yuriy Brykaylo/Shutterstock ©

Wildflowers

In springtime, keep your eyes peeled alongside the hiking tracks for delicate purple, yellow, bee and naked-man orchids, along with rock roses and irises.
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Creatures Great & Small

From weasels to wolves and from bats to bears, Montenegro has a diverse array of mammalian life. Enigmatic species include lynx, jackals and otters.

[image: jpg]

David Havel/Shutterstock ©

Human Fish

One of Montenegro’s stranger species is a blind amphibian known as the čovječja ribica (olm, lit. ‘human fish’) due to its ‘human’ skin.


Best Wild Experiences

[image: ]

Take a hike to the glacial lakes, tectonic valleys and mighty peaks of 1 Durmitor National Park.

Stroll through the lush virgin forest surrounding pretty Lake Biograd, the scenic centrepiece of 2 Biogradska Gora National Park.

Head out on a birdwatching cruise in 3 Lake Skadar National Park, home to a wide array of avian life.

Surround yourself with the craggy scenery of 4 Lovćen National Park, the ‘black mountain’ that gave the country its name.

Explore the wild reaches of 5 Mt Orjen, the craggy backdrop to the western end of the Bay of Kotor.







Cultural Lodestones

If you think Montenegro is small, know that Old Montenegro was just a tiny fraction of its current size. It was within the mountainous folds of the Lovćen massif in the 15th century that a distinct Montenegrin identity began to take shape before spilling over in the late 19th century. This is where you need to come if you want to begin to understand what Montenegro is all about. Plus there’s the added bonus of striking scenery and delicious food.

[image: jpg]

Njegoš Mausoleum | SuperFlo/Shutterstock ©

Royal Palaces

The Kingdom of Montenegro didn’t last long, but King Nikola didn’t muck about, building palaces in Cetinje (pictured), Podgorica, Bar and Nikšić.

[image: jpg]

Susana Photography/Shutterstock ©

Njeguški Delights

If you see ‘Njeguški’ on a menu, the dish is likely to include prosciutto and cheese – the delicacies that the village of Njeguši is famous for.

[image: jpg]

Pfeiffer/Shutterstock ©

Threshing it Out

Circular stone threshing floors known as guvna were important community meeting places. You’ll see them often.


Best Cultural Experiences

[image: ]

Visit Cetinje, the birthplace of the nation, and delve into the multi-pronged 1 National Museum of Montenegro.

Witness a splendid collusion of architecture, sculpture and breathtaking views at 2 Njegoš Mausoleum, high up Mt Lovćen.

Binge on the nation’s best prosciutto in the village of 3 Njeguši and visit the house where Montenegro’s favourite son was born.

Pop down to Rijeka Crnojevića, the winter retreat of Montenegro’s rulers, to feast on freshwater fish at 4 Stari Most.

Drop into the Petrović Palace art gallery in 5 Podgorica, and brush up on local history in the main museum.







Spiritual Showcases

The architecture and art preserved in Montenegro’s churches, monasteries and mosques have set spirits soaring for centuries. Beloved by their people, they provide a window into the world of Montenegro’s communities. While most are Orthodox, you’ll find Catholic churches along the coast, and mosques in the east and north.

[image: jpg]

Ostrog Monastery | lindasky76/Shutterstock ©

Islamic Ornamentation

Images of people and animals are forbidden in mosques. In their place, you will see beautiful calligraphy and intricate geometric or floral patterns.

Dress with Respect

Shorts, bare shoulders and plunging necklines are a no-no in Montenegro’s places of worship. Remember to also slip your shoes off before entering mosques.


Best Spiritual Experiences

[image: ]

Gaze at the cliff-edge 1 Ostrog Monastery – Montenegro’s most significant Orthodox site.

Admire the frescoes and minaret of 2 Hussein Pasha Mosque, in Pljevlja.

Sail to the blue-domed Catholic church on 3 Gospa od Škrpjela, just off Perast.

Soak up the peaceful setting of 4 Morača Monastery and seek out the Orthodox art inside its churches.

Visit Kotor’s magnificent 5 St Tryphon’s Cathedral, then head upstairs to the sacral museum.







Beautiful Beaches

The Adriatic’s clear waters are all but irresistible in summer. Despite its small coastline, Montenegro delivers plenty of variety, with long sandy stretches, tiny pebbly coves, bays lined with fine pink shingle, and access to the water from rocky shelves and concrete terraces.

Beach Bars

They can be noisy, but at least there’s coffee, cold drinks and food on offer at almost all of Montenegro’s beaches.

[image: jpg]

Filatova Olga/Shutterstock ©

Remote Access

Some of the nation’s best beaches can only be reached by water, so look out for taxi boats plying their trade.

[image: jpg]

Natasa Ivancev/Shutterstock ©

Let It Hang Out

Naturism has a long history in the former Yugoslavia. You’ll find clothing-optional beaches scattered along the coast.


Best Beach Experiences

[image: ]

Jump in a taxi boat in Herceg Novi to get to secluded bays such as Dobreč, Žanjic and Mirišta on the 1 Luštica Peninsula.

Enjoy sublime views over the walled resort village of 2 Sveti Stefan while lazing on the beach that adjoins the island’s causeway.

Hail a water taxi from Čanj on the Bar Riviera to get to the pretty pink sands of 3 Queen’s Beach.

Take a drive along the southeastern coast of Lake Skadar for a dip below 4 Murići, one of the lake’s lost-in-time villages.

If you’re unfazed by nudity, find a quiet spot somewhere along the long sandy beach at 5 Ada Bojana, the island on the Albanian border.







Extraordinary Drives

There’s nothing like a mountain road for supplying stupendous vistas, and Montenegro is full of them. One of the great highlights of the country is the simple joy of travelling along its many scenic routes and taking in the power and beauty of the landscape. The views more than compensate for those occasional white-knuckle moments.

[image: jpg]

Piva Canyon road | Andrew Mayovskyy/Shutterstock ©

Adriatic Highway

One of the world’s great drives, the fabled Jadranski Put (Adriatic highway), traces the coast of Croatia, Hercegovina (very briefly) and Montenegro.

Sit Back & Relax

Montenegro’s extensive bus network means you won’t need a private car to access many of the best routes.


BEST DRIVING EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Take the 1 serpentine road from Kotor up to Lovćen National Park and the sculpted mountains of Old Montenegro.

Enjoy the scenery of the 2 Morača Canyon, stopping along the way to visit the monastery set alongside the river.

Pass through dozens of little tunnels high above the 3 Piva Canyon, on the main highway heading towards Bosnia.

Journey along the road edging the Luštica Peninsula to 4 Rose at the very tip.

Glimpse Sveti Stefan while driving the Budva Riviera section of the 5 Jadranski Put.







High-voltage Montenegro

Montenegro’s rugged landscape provides plenty of possibilities for you to challenge yourself and set your pulse racing. It certainly doesn’t hurt that all of the locations for such activities are also exceptionally beautiful. No matter the season, you’ll be able to test your mettle somewhere in this compact country.

Seasonal Highs

Raft in spring when the waters rev up, go canyoning in summer when it’s drier and safer, hike in autumn and ski in winter.

[image: jpg]

Nikiforov Alexander/Shutterstock ©

More Sedate Options

If scaring yourself isn’t the main goal, you can still push your boundaries on hiking and kayaking trips throughout the country.

[image: jpg]

Alex Bezpalova/Shutterstock ©

Specialist Operators

Montenegro has some excellent agencies dealing in active holidays and experienced guides that will keep you safe and handle your logistics in the mountains.


Best High-voltage Experiences

[image: ]

Grab your skis and snowboards and head for the slopes of the Bjelasica massif, high above 1 Kolašin, Montenegro’s best winter resort.

Hurtle over the Tara Canyon on ziplines set up alongside the 150m-high 2 Tara Bridge.

Raft through the 1300m-high 3 Tara Canyon, which slices through the mountains of Durmitor National Park.

Delve into 4 Nevidio Canyon for slippy fun – this ‘invisible’ chasm is the most famous of the country’s many canyoning sites.

Take a dive from 5 Budva to explore the warm waters of the Adriatic, and the wrecks and reefs that lie beneath.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Hug the Adriatic Coast

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 135km


Starting in the Bay of Kotor and then continuing along the Adriatic Coast, this is a spectacular route, taking in six walled towns and numerous beaches along the way. For its entire length, you’ll be gazing at azure waters to your right and looming mountains to your left.


[image: jpg]

1 HERCEG NOVI [image: ] 1 DAY

While away your first day in sunny Herceg Novi. Take a stroll through the walled Stari Grad, stopping to check out its brooding fortresses, then take the steps down to the long waterfront promenade. Turn left to stroll to Savina Monastery (pictured), or right to visit some of the nearby museums. If the weather’s warm, cool off in the sea.

[image: jpg]

saiko3p/Shutterstock ©

2 PERAST [image: ] 1 DAY

Take your time driving along the Bay of Kotor, stopping at Morinj for a swim and for lunch at Konoba Ćatovića Mlini, then head to Risan to see the Roman Mosaics. At nearby Perast (pictured), you won’t need more than a couple of hours to look around the Venetian town. Make sure to pop across to Gospa od Škrpjela island before settling in for a sunset drink on the water’s edge.

[image: jpg]

canadastock/Shutterstock ©

3 KOTOR [image: ] 2 DAYS

The remarkable walled town of Kotor (pictured) is the highlight of the bay. Wander around, call into some of the many churches, visit the Maritime Museum, stop to pet the cats and stroll along the Dobrota waterfront. Tackle the city walls early in the morning, when it’s not too hot.

[image: ] Detour: Spend a day tracing the coast to Tivat before continuing on to Rose, at the tip of the Luštica Peninsula.
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Mazur Travel/Shutterstock ©

4 BUDVA [image: ] 1 DAY

In Budva (pictured), spend your time flitting between the charming little walled town and the beaches. Mogren is the prettiest, but you’ll also want to take a long stroll along the main beach, Slovenska Plaža, stopping at whichever rowdy bar takes your fancy along the way. For a change of pace, seek out peaceful Podmaine Monastery on the town’s inland edge.

[image: jpg]

Lena Ershova/Shutterstock ©

5 STARI BAR [image: ] 1 DAY

The journey is as important as the destination today. Stop at Pržno and walk to Sveti Stefan (an impressive backdrop for a swim). Back on the road, call into one of the monasteries en route, then take a look around Bar city. At Stari Bar (pictured), explore the ruined Old Town, then settle in for a memorable dinner along the cobbled street that winds through the old čaršija (old market area).

[image: jpg]

Curioso.Photography/Shutterstock ©

6 ULCINJ [image: ] 1 DAY

With its many mosques, sandy beaches and small rocky coves, Ulcinj (pictured) is quite different from anywhere else on the coast. Explore the ramshackle walled town and call into one of the old mosques. Then head down to Mala Plaža in the evening to experience the beachside bustle.

[image: ] Detour: Drive to Ada Bojana for a swim and some lunch by the river.
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Elizaveta Galitckaia/Shutterstock ©





ITINERARIES

The Mountainous Middle

[image: jpg]

Allow: 5½ days Distance: 330km


This is the full monty – an epic journey through the mountainous heart of the country, where every road is a scenic overload. As well as mountains, there are lakes and river canyons to explore. If hiking is on your wish list, add days in Kolašin or Žabljak.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Dobrilovina Monastery | givaga/Shutterstock ©

1 CETINJE [image: ] 1 DAY

Cetinje (pictured) is Montenegro’s quaint cultural capital, so spend some time wandering its genteel streets, stopping to explore the museums, galleries, palaces and churches. Claim a spot at a cafe on car-less Ulica Njegoševa to watch the world go by.

[image: ] Detour: Circle through Lovćen National Park and back through Njeguši, stopping at the Njegoš Mausoleum along the way. [image: ] 1hr 20 mins
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VD Image Lab/Shutterstock ©

2 VIRPAZAR [image: ] 1 DAY

Visit Lipa Cave in the morning and continue down to Rijeka Crnojevića for a riverside lunch. When you reach Virpazar, head for a cruise among the water lilies on Lake Skadar (pictured), all the while keeping an eye out for its famous birdlife. Kayaking, hiking, swimming, winetasting and trips to island monasteries are also options for an afternoon spent in and around Lake Skadar.

[image: jpg]

Koni Kaori/Shutterstock ©

3 PODGORICA [image: ] 1 DAY

It may be the capital, but you can easily get a feel for Podgorica (pictured)in half a day. Explore the Stara Varoš neighbourhood, then cross the ancient Roman bridge to the city centre. Call into the main museum, the old royal palace and the gargantuan Orthodox Cathedral of Christ’s Resurrection. If you decide to stay overnight, check out the nightlife in Nova Varoš.

[image: jpg]

Neil Bussey/Shutterstock ©

4 KOLAŠIN [image: ] 1 DAY

Take the slow route through the Morača Canyon, stopping to admire fresco-filled Morača Monastery (pictured) along the way. Once in Kolašin, check out the Yugoslav-era monuments in the main square. If you’re considering a longer stay, enquire at the tourist office about hiking, biking and skiing. Come evening, settle in for a carb-heavy serving of mountain fare at Konoba Nišavić.

[image: jpg]

Lukas_Vejrik/Shutterstock ©

5 ŽABLJAK [image: ] 2 DAYS

Take your time getting to Žabljak, stopping on the way to walk around the lake in Biogradska Gora National Park and at Dobrilovina Monastery on the banks of the Tara River. Pause to admire Đurđevića Tara Bridge (pictured), and take a zipline across the canyon if you’re feeling brave. The following morning, use Žabljak as a base for hiking or rafting in Durmitor National Park.

[image: jpg]

Alex LM/Shutterstock ©

6 OSTROG MONASTERY [image: ] 1 DAY

From Žabljak, the highway heads south through Šavnik and Nikšić, Montenegro’s second city (it’s worth stopping for a quick look around). You’ll see Ostrog Monastery (pictured) gleaming in the distance from its cliff-edge perch long before you get there. Its striking setting and fresco-filled chapels built directly into the mountainside make it a fascinating destination, even for non-believers.

[image: jpg]
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WHEN TO GO

Most tourist infrastructure is geared towards the warmer months, but excellent skiing and deserted walled towns also make winter appealing.


Montenegrin tourism is enamoured with the idea of ‘the season’, a time of frenetic activity when everyone works nonstop and then shuts up shop until the following year. Traditionally, this was summertime, but it now extends from around April to October. Outside of these months, you’ll find that many hotels, restaurants, bars, shops and even museums close, especially in the beach towns.

The summer peak is increasingly becoming less attractive, with traffic snarls and the daily arrival of multiple cruise ships overwhelming the little walled towns. While your choices may be limited, a visit off-season will enable you to experience these magical places more like a local would.


I LIVE HERE

HIKING THE COASTAL MOUNTAINS

Mio Spasić is a mountain guide based in Herceg Novi.@mio_s85

For me, the best time for hiking is the second half of September, October and, sometimes, the first half of November. The light is different in autumn – everything is tinged with yellow. Even in the rainiest months of November or December, if you get a week without rain, it’s beautiful for hiking from the town to the lower slopes. You’ll see all the rivers and streams in flow.



Accommodation Lowdown

Prices reach an absolute peak in July and August, with a second peak in January in the ski areas. Outside of these months, there are more bargains to be had, especially when things reopen in March and wind down in October.

[image: jpg]

Durmitor National Park | Wild Europe/ Ascent Xmedia/Getty Images ©


HIGH HIGHS, LOW LOWS

While the coast is typically Mediterranean and mild, things vary more widely in the interior. The highest temperature ever recorded was 44.8°C in Podgorica in August 2007, while temperatures have sometimes dropped to as low as -30°C near Pljevlja.



THE BRUTAL BURA

Bura (bora in Italian) is the name for the intensely cold, dry and gusty northeasterly wind that slams the Adriatic Coast, usually in winter. While it’s particularly dangerous for sailors, the wind does play a part in making Montenegro’s air-dried pršut (dried ham) so good.

Music Festivals


KotorArt acts as an umbrella for several long-established events, including the Children’s Theatre Festival and Don Branko’s Music Days. The latter features international artists performing classical music in the magical setting of Kotor’s many squares and churches. [image: ]July & August

Pop acts from around the former Yugoslavia take to the promenade in front of King Nikola’s Palace in Bar as part of Summer with the Stars. [image: ]July & August

Held over three days in a camping spot on the shores of Lake Krupac in Nikšić, Lake Fest is a rock-music festival showcasing bands from around the region. [image: ]August

The dulcet sounds of unaccompanied harmonic singing swirl around historic Perast during the International Klapa Festival, a celebration of the Dalmatian musical tradition. [image: ]September

Quirky Cultural Events


The Venetian Carnival tradition lingers in towns such as Tivat and Kotor, with masked balls and parades in the lead-up to Lent. [image: ]usually February

Celebrating a victory over the Ottomans in 1654, the people of Perast celebrate Zavjetni dan on 15 May with a procession, church services and dancing. Controversially, the celebrations include a competition to shoot a live rooster floating on a raft, despite attempts to have it banned. [image: ]May

Celebrated since 1420, Boka Navy Day on 26 June features traditionally clad sailors being presented with the keys of Kotor and performing the kolo (circle dance). [image: ]June

Held on 22 July, Fašinada sees a convoy of decorated and roped-together boats rowed from Perast to deposit stones on Gospa od Škrpjela island. The rowing is now accompanied by a regatta. [image: ]July


I LIVE HERE

SPRINGTIME ON LAKE SKADAR

Vladimir Nikač is a skipper and tour operator with Boat Milica.@vladimir.nikac@skadarlake_boatmilica

The water lilies start to bloom at the beginning of May, but the best time to visit is the end of May and the beginning of June. Everything’s in bloom; the skies are the most blue; the trees are the most green; the bees are the hardest at work. It’s the time you see the most birds. It’s the time when the most magical things happen.



[image: jpg]

Lade Skadar | Oren Ravid/Shutterstock ©

WINTER WONDERLAND

In winter, no matter where you are in Montenegro, there’s bound to be some snow on the horizon. The ski season kicks off around Christmas and lasts into March, although you’ll still see plenty of snow around places like Žabljak as late as April.

Weather Through the Year

[image: ]

JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 12°C

Days of rainfall: 13

[image: ]

FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 13°C

Days of rainfall: 13

[image: ]

MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 16°C

Days of rainfall: 12

[image: ]

APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 19°C

Days of rainfall: 12

[image: ]

MAY

Ave. daytime max: 23°C

Days of rainfall: 9

[image: ]

JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 29°C

Days of rainfall: 7

[image: ]

JULY

Ave. daytime max: 32°C

Days of rainfall: 5

[image: ]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 32°C

Days of rainfall: 5

[image: ]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 27°C

Days of rainfall: 7

[image: ]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 22°C

Days of rainfall: 9

[image: ]

NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 18°C

Days of rainfall: 14

[image: ]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 14°C

Days of rainfall: 14





GET PREPARED FOR MONTENEGRO

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.


[image: jpg]

Hiking above Budva | Grigory Lugovoy/Shutterstock ©


Manners

Take your shoes off when visiting a mosque or entering someone’s house.

Always make a toast before drinking. ‘Živjeli!’, ‘Cheers!’ or whatever works for you is fine, but be sure to make eye contact while you do so.

Avoid raising painful topics, as memories of the hardship and brutality of the Yugoslav Wars are still raw. Your well-intentioned hot takes on the subject may not be appreciated.



Clothes

Scarf or shawl: Women will find that having a floaty piece of fabric on hand will come in very handy, especially if it’s hot and there’s a chance you might visit a church or mosque. Shoulders and cleavage will need to be covered, and it’s seen as an extra sign of respect in Orthodox churches and mosques to cover your head as well (although it’s not always required).

Long trousers or skirt: Likewise, shorts are a no-no for everyone at churches and mosques, so a light pair of trousers or a below-the-knee skirt is useful for summertime sightseeing.

Hiking boots: Recommended if you’re planning a decent hike on Montenegro’s rocky mountain tracks. Sports shoes are fine for lakeside strolls and coastal walks.


READ

[image: jpg]

The Dawning (Milka Bajić Poderegin, 1978) Family epic chronicling the turbulent transition from Ottoman rule in northern Montenegro.

[image: jpg]

Realm of the Black Mountain (Elizabeth Roberts, 2007) An interesting and detailed dissection of Montenegro’s convoluted history.

[image: jpg]

The Son (Andrej Nikolaidis, 2011) Award-winning novel set in Ulcinj over the course of a single night.

[image: jpg]

Black Lamb and Grey Falcon (Rebecca West, 1941) The author explores pre-WWII Yugoslavia in one of the classics of travel literature.




Words

Politics rears its head in unexpected places in the former Yugoslavia, and one of them is language. The official name for the language spoken in Montenegro is Montenegrin, but it was known as Serbo-Croatian. Many locals prefer to dodge politics altogether by using the phrase ‘mother tongue’. In any case, people speaking Bosnian, Croatian, Montenegrin and Serbian will have no difficulty understanding each other. Some minority languages, such as Albanian, are also legally recognised.

Montenegrin may be written in either Latin or Cyrillic. Latin was mainly used along the coast, but in most tourist areas, you’ll now see both. Pronunciation is standardised and quite easy, once you learn a few tricks. Some English is spoken in the holiday hotspots, but locals appreciate visitors who make an effort. Here are some words to get you started:

‘Dobro jutro’ (doh-broh yoo-troh) ‘Good morning’, used until about 10am.

‘Dobar dan’ (doh-bar dahn) ‘Good day’, used from 10am until late afternoon.

‘Dobra veče’ (doh-brah veh-cheh) ‘Good evening’, used from late afternoon until about midnight.

‘Doviđenja’ (doh-vi-jen-ya) ‘Goodbye’, literally ‘until we see each other’.

‘Laku noć’ (lah-koo norch) ‘Good night’, literally ‘easy night’ – a night-time farewell, akin to ‘sleep well’.

‘Hvala’ (hvah-lah) ‘Thanks’.

‘Molim’ (moh-leem) ‘Please’ but can also be a polite reply to ‘hvala’ or a question if you don’t understand something.




WATCH
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Packing the Monkeys, Again! (Marija Perović, 2004) Directorial debut for Perović about a young couple renting a small Podgorica (pictured) apartment.

The Man to Kill (Veljko Bulajić, 1979) Diabolical fantasy based loosely on the strange story of 18th-century fraudster Šćepan Mali.

Casino Royale (Martin Campbell, 2006) James Bond film set in Montenegro; suspend your disbelief, as it was actually filmed elsewhere.

After the Winter (Ivan Bakrač, 2021) Drama about the reunion of five childhood friends scattered throughout the former Yugoslavia.




LISTEN

Moj svijet (Sergej Ćetković, 2014) Translating as ‘My World’, the title track made the final of the Eurovision Song Contest in 2014.

Mediterráneo (Miloš Karadaglić, 2011) The classical guitarist’s debut album that topped the UK’s classical chart for 28 weeks.

Hoćemo gusle (Rambo Amadeus, 1989) Second album by the eccentric Kotor-born artist, featuring hip-hop-inflected hit single ‘Balkan boj’.

Bio sam naivan (Daniel Popović, 1983) Features the perky ‘Džuli’, which came 4th at 1983’s Eurovision – equalling Yugoslavia’s best result.







THE FOOD SCENE

Montenegro is a nation of feeders, so loosen your belt and pack clothes one size up.
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Riblja čorba | Vilena Krushinskaya/Shutterstock ©

Good food starts with good produce, so when much of the food here is locally harvested – and fresh and highly seasonal – you’re already off to a great start. Montenegro doesn’t have a lot of flat ground, but olives and grapes have been grown here for millennia. The resulting oil and wine is of a high standard, as are the honey, blueberries and dairy from the mountains.

One thing that Montenegro is famous for throughout the former Yugoslavia is the pršut (smoke-dried ham) made in Njeguši, and widely considered the region’s best. Hence why it’s crammed into everything from schnitzel to squid.

From Venetian-influenced coastal cookery to the belly-warming dishes of the mountains, Montenegrin fare does have some regional differences. But variety is not the spice of life here, and neither is spice, for that matter. You won’t find a lot of other country’s cuisines on offer – Montenegrins tend to stick to local food, opting for Italian if they fancy something more exotic.

Coastal Cuisine

The food on the coast is indistinguishable from Dalmatian fare, a cuisine that celebrates fresh seafood (particularly fish, squid and octopus), olive oil, garlic, Mediterranean herbs (especially parsley and bay leaves) and wine. Meals traditionally start with soup, and the hearty, flavoursome riblja čorba (fish soup) is a must-try. Nearly 400 years of Venetian rule have left a legacy of excellent risotto and pasta dishes. While these make filling mains in themselves, at a formal dinner, they’re just a precursor to grilled fish.

Mountainous Meals

In the mountains, food was traditionally more stodgy and meaty, providing comfort and sustenance on those long winter nights. A traditional method of cooking is ispod sača, where meat and vegetables are slow-roasted under a domed metal lid covered with hot coals, usually set in a hearth in the middle of the room for warmth. Spit-roasted or grilled meats are also popular.

The best prosciutto, cheese and honey comes from the mountains. And the higher up you go, the better the kajmak, somewhat similar to a sour/salty clotted cream. Slather it on bread, meat or potatoes, or eat it straight.

Vegetarians & Vegans

Though Montenegrins tend to be a bit bewildered when faced with the prospect of people not eating meat (and horrified if they don’t eat dairy products either), things are changing. Restaurants in tourist areas usually offer some vegetarian options, but you may find yourself eating a lot of pasta, pizza and salad. Even if it’s not on the menu, most restaurants will whip up a simple but delicious serving of grilled vegetables on request. Be careful when ordering stuffed vegetables, as they’re often stuffed with meat.

In the mountains, some traditional dishes are meat-free but tend to be filled with cheese and cream. You’ll find more variety in the Muslim areas. Stari Bar is particularly good, with some restaurants even offering vegetarian tasting-menus.
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FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Maslinjada Stari Bar celebrates the olive harvest in November with olive-everything tastings, lashings of wine and musical performances.

Žućenica Fest In June, Tivat celebrates all the weird and wonderful dishes that can be made from wild dandelion (chicory) and other local ingredients.

Days of Blueberries The Plav region is known for its blueberries, and this July festival celebrates them in the form of cakes, juice, wine and every other edible/potable you can imagine.

Days of Pljevlja Cheese Three delicious days in late October are devoted to Pljevlja’s celebrated cheese and other dairy treats.

Festival of Wine & Bleak Held in December in Virpazar, this is the chance to stuff yourself with fish, sample local wines and tap your toes to traditional music.




Best Montenegrin Dishes

NJEGUŠKI PRŠUT I SIR

The country’s best smoked ham and cheese – a simple delight.

NJEGUŠKI RAŽANJ

Spit-roasted meat stuffed with dried ham and cheese.

JAGNJETINA ISPOD SAČA

Lamb cooked with potatoes under a metal dome.

KAČAMAK

A rich, cheesy, creamy potato mash served in the mountains.

RIBLJA ČORBA

A chunky fish soup that every chef cooks differently.

CRNI RIŽOT

‘Black risotto’ cooked with squid ink and squid meat.

LIGNE NA ŽARU

Squid grilled with olive oil, garlic and parsley.

PRIGANICE

Fried doughballs served with honey, jam and cheese, usually for breakfast.







THE OUTDOORS

It may be tiny, but Montenegro is crammed with mountains, lakes, rivers and beaches, providing sublime settings for outdoor pursuits.
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Rafting, Tara River | Diego Fiore/Shutterstock ©

While lazing beside azure waters may be enough outdoor activity for some, Montenegro’s diverse landscape lends itself to so much more. Five national parks beckon, taunting nature buffs and adrenaline addicts with all the adventurous activities that such mighty mountains, rivers and lakes can inspire. Spring is perfect for whitewater rafting and birdwatching; summer lends itself to sea kayaking and diving; autumn unlocks great hiking opportunities; while winter is all about snow sports. When nature calls, why resist?

Walking & Hiking

Whether you’re planning a gentle stroll around Lake Biograd or Durmitor’s Black Lake, or gearing up for a multiday assault on the Coastal Mountain Traversal or the Peaks of the Balkans trail, hiking is a wonderful way to experience Montenegro’s splendour.

The nation’s five national parks are a great place to start, with well-marked hiking trails and helpful staff at visitor centres to set you on the track that suits. But that’s just scraping the surface.

All of the coastal ranges have memorable trails, with incredible views over the Bay of Kotor from Orjen, Lovćen, the Vrmac Ridge and the Luštica Peninsula. The Orjen massif has wild reaches where you’re unlikely to see another soul. Stretching the length of the Adriatic Coast, the Rumija massif has historic sites scattered along its remote ridges. Likewise, the northern mountains offer plenty of alternatives to the well-beaten tracks, especially around the Bjelasica massif and the Komovi mountains.

If you’re keen for a serious expedition, local mountaineering clubs operate huts and can provide contacts for guides. The Mountaineering Association (Planinarski Savez; pscg.me) is an umbrella organisation for 30 such clubs. Otherwise, enlist the services of a specialist activity agency (such as Undiscovered Montenegro) that offers guided hikes.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Strung between the trees in a forested patch of Mt Orjen, Vrbanj Adventure Park offers a strapped-in ropes course for kids as young as six.

Even the littlest ones can enjoy the natural underground wonderland that is Lipa Cave near Cetinje.

Keep an eye out for Dalmatian pelicans as you cruise through the magical water-lily meadows of Lake Skadar.

Minimum ages vary for Tara River rafting trips, but tweens and teens will get a kick out of the whitewater stretches.

Hire a kayak and paddle around Lake Skadar and the Bay of Kotor.

Have fun in the snow on Lovćen, Durmitor, around Kolašin, and in dozens of other mountain locations.



Rafting

Rafting is one of Montenegro’s activity drawcards, and it’s popularity is just as much about the exquisite scenery as it is about the whitewater thrills. It’s also by far the best way to access one of Montenegro’s biggest natural attractions – the magnificent Tara Canyon. Commercial rafting is well established on the Tara, and once you’ve witnessed Europe’s deepest canyon from river level, you’ll understand why. The season runs between April and October, with the most thrilling rides in spring.

Snow Sports

When a country has a mountain in its name, you best believe there’s skiing to be enjoyed. Montenegro’s ski season lasts from late December to March, with peak time being New Year’s. The best-equipped resorts are near Kolašin, with intersecting ski centres providing lift access to a large expanse of mountainside. It’s a little more downmarket, but the most reliable skiing and snowboarding are in Durmitor National Park, where there are lots of slopes close to Žabljak, with options for beginners and serious skiers. There are also ski centres near Nikšić and Rožaje, and cross-country skiing and snowshoeing in Kolašin, Lovćen and Durmitor. Locals also head up Orjen for sledding.
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Snowboarding, Durmitor National Park | duel/Shutterstock ©


Bigger Thrills

KAYAKING

Kayaking is a fantastic way to explore Lake Skadar and to access hard-to-reach parts of the Luštica Peninsula shoreline.

CANYONING

Slip, slide, jump and abseil through canyons all over the country, the most famous being Nevidio near Šavnik.

DIVING

Explore wrecks, reefs, caves and tunnels in the waters off Herceg Novi and Budva.

KITESURFING

Kitesurfers congregate at a set of hip bars at Velika Plaža before heading out to blast across the shallow waters.

CYCLING

Hit the tracks through Lovćen National Park, around the villages lining Lake Skadar and up Mt Orjen.

PARAGLIDING

Enjoy phenomenal views of the Adriatic Coast from flights departing from high above Bečići, near Budva.

ZIPLINING

Hurtle across the canyon near the Tara Bridge or high up Orjen and at Zipline Njeguši near Cetinje.







ACTION AREAS

Where to find Montenegro’s best outdoor activities.
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MONTENEGRO

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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Bay of Kotor
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MAGNIFICENT CONFLUENCE OF STONE AND SEA


Majestic mountains rise precipitously from slate-grey waters that define and enclose a unique double bay, with historic settlements around every bend.
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View from Kanli Kula, Herceg Novi | mama_mia/Shutterstock ©

It’s hard to avoid superlatives when talking about the Bay of Kotor, known locally as the ‘Boka Kotorska’ (or simply ‘the Boka’). Simply put, this is one of the world’s great beauty spots. It’s not a fjord, despite often being described as one – although that word does help to conjure a sense of the grandeur of the surrounding mountains. Rather, it’s a ria – the submerged valley of a river, which once flowed from Mt Orjen and out to sea.

The people of the Bay of Kotor – the Bokelj – have their own unique history and culture. Having lived on the borderline of different civilisations – Illyrian and Roman, Croat and Serb, Catholic and Orthodox, Christian and Muslim, Venetian and Montenegrin – for millennia, they defy simple characterisation. When pushed at census time, they identify themselves as Serb or Montenegrin in equal proportions (39% each), with Croats being the next major group (7%).
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Travelling around the Boka, you quickly realise that this isn’t one homogenous body of water, but several interlocking bays. The sunny outer section around Herceg Novi opens out towards Tivat, then narrows into the Verige Channel before broadening again to form the inner bay, itself split into two distinct wedges. The outer bay is gorgeous, but the inner bay, bookended by the Orjen and Lovćen massifs, is next-level beautiful. Pinch yourself, it’s real.


THE MAIN AREAS

HERCEG NOVI

Sunny squares and a seaside promenade.

PERAST

Venetian palaces and churches.

KOTOR

Fairy-tale walled city.



Find Your Way


The Bay of Kotor is extremely compact, with only 40km of wiggly road separating Herceg Novi, in the west of the outer bay, from Kotor, at the eastern extremity of the inner bay.
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Plan Your Time


Make Kotor your priority, but stretch your itinerary as far as it allows to explore the other nooks of the bay. There’s an awful lot to see and do here.
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Gospa od Škrpjela | saiko3p/Shutterstock ©


Just One Day

• Allocate most of the day to Kotor, getting lost in the maze of lanes and calling into whichever churches you stumble across. Visit the Maritime Museum if you have time. In the late afternoon, head to Perast and take a boat to Gospa od Škrpjela. Afterwards, stroll along the waterfront to watch the sunset, before indulging in a seafood feast at Restaurant Conte.




Three Days to Explore

• Spend your first day exploring Kotor, starting with a climb up the city walls before it gets too hot. The following day, visit Perast and Risan before settling into a late lunch at Konoba Ćatovića Mlini. Continue on to Herceg Novi for your last two nights. On day three, take a boat tour to see the sights of the Luštica Peninsula.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

A lovely time to visit, with wildflowers popping up but visitor numbers staying down. There’s plenty of sunshine.

SUMMER

The warmest weather sees lots going on, but try to avoid, as prices climb and traffic make it hard to get around.

AUTUMN

Warm enough to swim but nowhere near as crowded, this is a wonderful time to visit. Great hiking weather, too.

WINTER

The quietest months reveal a more traditional slice of Boka life. Many restaurants close. Join the sledding on Mt Orjen.




Herceg Novi
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FORTRESSES | WATERFRONT PROMENADE | KAYAKING

With its compact Stari Grad (Old Town) and its long waterfront promenade, Herceg Novi (pronounced ‘her-tseg noh-vee’) provides a sunny introduction to the Bay of Kotor. The town has a breezy, lived-in feel all year round, but it balloons in summer, with its seaside cafes, bars, restaurants and sunbathing platforms buzzing with high-spirited holidaymakers.

The town was founded in 1382 under the name Sveti Stefan by Bosnia’s King Tvrtko I. It blossomed during the following century, under the reign of Herceg (Duke) Stjepan Vukčić Kosača, when it became known as the Herceg’s ‘novi’ (meaning ‘new’) town. Subsequent invaders left their mark: the Ottomans held it for 200 years (bar 10 months of Spanish occupation), the Venetians for 100, the French for 18 and Austria-Hungary for the century leading up to WWI.

Population shifts during the Yugoslav Wars have made it the Bay of Kotor’s most Serbian town, with Serbs now the largest ethnic group (45%).
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Sights

1Blue Grotto

2Citadela

3Dobreč Beach

4Forte Mare

5House of Nobel Laureate Ivo Andrić

6Kanli Kula

7Mirišta Beach

8Mirko Komnenović City Museum

9Mt Orjen

10Savina Monastery

11Tvrđava Španjola

12Žanjic Beach

ACTIVITIES, courses & Tours

13Kayak Herceg Novi

14Vrbanj Adventure Park

Eating

15Konoba Konak




GETTING AROUND

Hilly Herceg Novi is small enough to traverse on foot, but be prepared for lots of steps. Buses stop at a station on the highway, very close to the Stari Grad. If you’re driving, a tortuous, often gridlocked, one-way system runs through the town. Street parking is metered (60c to €1 per hour), payable by SMS, or you can purchase tickets from newsagent kiosks or machines (if you’re lucky enough to find one). There’s an underground parking garage on Njegoševa and an outdoor lot on Partizanski Put, near the harbour.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Herceg Novi is extremely hilly, and the fastest way from the highway to the beach is via one of the numerous sets of steps. Charming as the stepenište (stairways) are, they make Herceg Novi one of the most challenging towns in Montenegro for travellers with reduced mobility.



Herceg Novi’s Fortresses

Troubled history in stone

Herceg Novi’s multiple bastions don’t just offer sea views – they also provide an atmospheric way to immerse yourself in the strategically important town’s tumultuous history, which saw it bounce between the Mediterranean’s major powers for centuries.

The biggest and most impressive is 16th-century Kanli Kula, which forms the landward section of the city walls (admission €4). From the battlements, you can easily see why Herceg Novi was prized, being positioned just within the bay, and with views gazing straight out to sea. A short video plays in one of the chambers, giving a whimsical overview of the town’s story.

Kanli Kula is Turkish for ‘bloody tower’, and it more than lived up to its name during the Ottoman period, when it was said that the doors only worked in one direction, letting prisoners in, but never out. The graffiti of those unfortunate enough to find themselves in the windowless cistern that served as a dungeon can still be seen in the form of spidery etchings of sailing ships and crosses. These days, the fortress generates far more pleasant memories, hosting summer concerts on a large open-air stage (see hercegfest.me for information about upcoming events).

On the seaward flank of the Old Town is Forte Mare (also €4), built between the 14th and 17th centuries but owing its current look to an Austrian makeover in 1833. It’s now used for film screenings on summer nights. Downstairs, a 15-minute video tells the story of Ottoman admiral Barbarossa wresting the fort back from the Spanish in a 1539 siege.

From Forte Mare’s terrace, you can get a good view of the ruins of the Venetian-era Citadela, a once-mighty fortress that fell into the sea during the devastating 1979 earthquake and was almost entirely destroyed.

For an altogether different experience, wander up to the semi-abandoned, wildly overgrown ruins of Tvrđava Španjola, high above the town. Unlike Herceg Novi’s other main fortresses, this one is free to enter and barely maintained (if you don’t count the tethered goats working hard to keep the grass down). Although it’s named after the Spanish – who probably raised a wooden fortress here during their brief 16th-century tenure – it was the Ottomans who rebuilt it in stone. If you’re observant, you’ll be able to spot a ruined mosque in the central court, as it’s angled differently from the other buildings and has a prayer niche.


SEASIDE SPRAWL

While Herceg Novi itself isn’t especially large, it is part of a string of settlements spread along this part of the bay that forms a near-continuous coastal sprawl. Starting to the west is built-up Igalo, where the muddy silt from the sea floor is said to have therapeutic qualities. During the Yugoslav era, it was a popular health resort, and Tito even had a house, Vila Galeb, built here in 1976. You can visit the house on a time-warping guided tour.

Heading east along the bay from Herceg Novi, you’ll pass Zelenika, Kumbor and the vast luxury marina and resort of Portonovi. Next up is ðenovići, Baošići, the industrial port of Bijela, and Kamenari, where the car ferry zips to the eastern half of the bay.
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Stroll to Savina Monastery

Views from an oasis of calm

Tucked away between the coastal tourism strip and the hilltop Savina Forest, the picturesque Savina Monastery (Manastir Savina; named after the Serbian Orthodox Church’s first archbishop, St Sava) offers a serene escape from the summertime bustle down below.

The centrepiece is the elegant 18th-century Church of the Dormition (Crkva uspenja Bogorodice; literally ‘the Falling into Sleep of the Mother of God’), carved from pinkish Croatian stone. Inside, there’s a beautiful, gilded iconostasis. The smaller church beside it is considerably older (possibly 14th century), and has the remains of frescoes inside. The nearby graveyard is interesting, too, providing magnificent views along the coast.

WHERE TO STAY IN HERCEG NOVI

Lazure Hotel & Marina

Restoration of an 18th-century Venetian quarantine station at the eastern end of the waterfront promenade. €€€

Hotel Perla

Breezy, medium-sized complex positioned right by the sea, a 15-minute stroll from the centre. €€€

Aria

Modern rooms, some with spectacular sea views, in a quiet spot about 1km from the centre. €€

Explore Personal, Local Museums

Homes of a mayor and author

If you enjoy poking around other people’s homes, this pair of near-neighbouring properties gives you every excuse. The Mirko Komnenović City Museum (Gradski muzej) is named after a former mayor (and his wife, Olga) who donated their fabulous bougainvillea-shrouded baroque palace to the town. Displays detail Herceg Novi’s complicated history, along with archaeological relics, folk costumes and an impressive collection of religious icons.

Just 100m away is the House of Nobel Laureate Ivo Andrić (1892–1975). The acclaimed author and his wife Milica moved to Herceg Novi in 1961 – the year he won the Nobel Prize in Literature – building this pretty two-storey house shortly afterwards. Milica died in 1968, and Ivo left, never to return. Inside, there is still some of their original furniture and knick-knacks, and large-scale photos of the couple. Sadly, all of the text is in Serbian.


HERCEG NOVI’S BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK

Peter’s Pie & Coffee

Vegetarian place on the promenade, selling sandwiches, cakes, and the best flat whites in Montenegro. €

Konoba Feral

Seafood, pasta and Montenegrin grills are on offer at this waterfront tavern. Often ranked as the best in town, so book ahead. €€

Konoba Škver

Traditional seafood restaurant right by the water. Locals rate the black risotto here. €€

Pub Got

This laid-back little hangout sometimes hosts live music. Chairs are set outside.

Portofino

The prime place to sit on Belavista Sq. It has a full menu.

Gradska Kafana

The service can be slow, but this spot is steeped in Austrian-era elegance.

Holiday Lounge Bar

Take the glass lift to the rooftop terrace and order a cocktail.

Savina Winery

Close to Savina Monastery, offering tours by appointment (castelsavina.me).



Cruise & Kayak to Remote Bays

Beaches, a grotto and an off-limits island

Herceg Novi’s charms don’t extend to great beaches, but thankfully, remote bays are just a short hop away by water taxi. Popular beaches such as Dobreč, Žanjic and Mirišta have seasonal bars and restaurants, allowing serious sunseekers to make a day of it.

During the tourist season, it’s easy to arrange a water taxi, tour boat, jet ski or guided kayak trip from vendors on the waterfront. Tours inevitably head to the famous Blue Grotto (Plava špilja), which gets its name from the otherworldly effect of the light reflecting up through the clear water. You’ll also get to indulge your 1980s’ James Bond fantasies by snorkelling in a once top-secret Yugoslav-era submarine dock.

Boats skirt the island of Mamula in the mouth of the bay but can no longer dock here as it’s been recently (and controversially) converted into a luxury resort. The island is almost completely enclosed by a large Austro-Hungarian fort, built in 1853 and commandeered by Mussolini’s fascists during WWII. Around 2000 prisoners were held there, some of whom were tortured or starved to death.

Kayak Herceg Novi (kayak-hercegnovi.com) offers guided half-day tours to the submarine dock and the isolated village of Rose, with full-day tours continuing to Dobreč and Mamula.

ACTIVITY PROVIDERS IN HERCEG NOVI

Active Travels Montenegro

Locals lead canyoning (including to the nearby Sopot Canyon), hiking, rafting and gastronomy expeditions.

Adriatic Blue

Diving school offering trips to the wrecks, underwater caves and islands of Herceg Novi’s coastline.

Petar Boats

Excursions and speedboat tours to all of the Bay of Kotor’s key sights, plus boats for hire.



WALK THE SIGHTS OF HERCEG NOVI
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Start on the marble flagstones of 1 Njegoševa, the main shopping street. The wee bronze guy with the shiny nose (rubbed for luck) is a tribute to a local eccentric named Rudolf Karujić, a long-serving chimney sweep. Njegoševa terminates in a cafe-ringed square, where steps lead up to the main Old Town gate, topped by an elegant crenulated 2 clock tower, built by the Ottomans in 1667, partly to provide accurate prayer times for a mosque that once stood nearby. A short lane leads to the Old Town’s gleaming main square, officially 3 Trg Herceg Stjepana but better known as Belavista. Its centrepiece is the beautifully proportioned Serbian Orthodox 4 Archangel Michael’s Church, completed in 1905. The namesake archangel is pictured in a mosaic in the lunette above the door. Inside, the centrepiece is a baroque-style iconostasis carved from white Italian marble. Take the lane sloping down behind the square to 5 St Jerome’s Church, built in 1856. Right up until the 20th century, Herceg Novi had a Catholic majority, and this is the main place of worship for those who remain. Step down past the maritime memorial to 17th-century 6 St Leopold’s Church, dedicated to St Leopold Mandić, a Catholic priest born in Herceg Novi in 1866. Continue down past 7 Forte Mare to 8 Šetalište Pet Danica, the town’s bustling, 6km-long waterfront promenade, named after five (pet, in Montenegrin) women, all called Danica, who were killed during WWII. It follows the route of a former train line that once linked Zelenika to Sarajevo. Near the marina is a large 9 Statue of Tvrtko I, Herceg Novi’s founder. A little further along is the former 10 Station Building (now a cafe), still inscribed with the town’s name in Cyrillic.



Get Active on Mt Orjen

Endless adventure awaits

The best way to beat the summer crowds and experience some genuine wilderness is to head up the mountain on Herceg Novi’s doorstep. The Orjen massif stretches for 400 sq km, separating Herceg Novi from Hercegovina. At 1893m, it’s higher than the more famous Mt Lovćen and much wilder, with bears and wolves lurking in forgotten corners. Locals head here in winter for sledding and snowshoeing, and it’s a striking landscape for mountain biking and hiking.

A good but narrow road winds up through picturesque villages to Vrbanj, where a traditional tavern, Konoba Konak, is open all year round and makes a good starting point for hikes and other activities. Nearby, the child-friendly Vrbanj Adventure Park has ziplines and rope challenges strung between trees, arranged in order of increasing difficulty.

Orjen is also the start of the Coastal Mountain Traversal (Primorska planinarska transverzala), a gruelling 180km hiking trail that leads all the way to the Albanian border via the three coastal massifs: Orjen, Lovćen and Rumija. It’s only suitable for experienced, well-prepared hikers, or with the assistance of local guides. The Montenegrin mountaineering association (pscg.me) has contacts for guides and hut access.


BAY BOAT TRIPS

Some of the nearby Luštica Peninsula’s most interesting sights can only be visited by boat. While Herceg Novi is closer, boat tours to the Blue Grotto, the remote beaches and the secret submarine docks also depart from Kotor and Tivat.




WHERE TO HIKE ON MT ORJEN
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Hayley Wright, tour guide and co-owner of Black Mountain, an adventure travel operator, recommends hikes around Herceg Novi. @blackmountainmontenegro

Mandići Put

This one is nice and easy, with no hard ascents. It heads through forest from Kameno to the village of Žlijebi, where there’s an authentic tavern.

Za Vratlom Mountain Hut

A wonderful option, as you can hike up to the hut on a loop track. Once you get to the hut, there are endless peaks to climb and other tracks to hike on.

Vrbanj

From this village high on Orjen, you’ve got nice places to have lunch and you can hike right up to Sedlo (the saddle), where there are sea views.



BEST BEACHES REACHABLE BY TAXI BOAT

Dobreč

A tiny cove, only accessible by sea, with a beach bar and clear waters.

Žanjic

Sheltered cove with a 300m-long white pebbly beach replete with popular restaurants and bars.

Mirišta

Small cove with a restaurant, just a short walk from an abandoned Austro-Hungarian fortress.




Perast
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VENETIAN ARCHITECTURE | BEAUTIFUL CHURCHES | CHARMING ISLETS

Once a rich and powerful Venetian maritime hub – churning out ships and sea captains in quantities completely disproportionate to its diminutive size – petite Perast has had to learn to be content with merely being gorgeous. Tourists flock here to admire its numerous palazzi and churches, and to take the short voyage to one of its peculiarly picturesque offshore islands.

It can get horribly crowded during the daytime, making it even more appealing to stay here overnight. There’s something magical about walking the empty lanes at the end of the day and first thing in the morning, not to mention waking up to those bay views.

The town slopes down from the highway to a narrow waterfront road that runs along its length. The venerable buildings lining it once dipped their feet directly in the water, and there’s a wee beach to enjoy at the western end of town.

[image: jpg]


GETTING AROUND

Perast is little; you can walk from one end to the other in 15 minutes. Access to the one driveable road heading through the town is restricted to locals, but some hotels offer golf-buggy pickups for their guests. Water taxis will get you straight to the centre of things.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Paid parking is available at either approach to Perast, but in summer it’s in hot demand. Alternatively, buses from Kotor stop along the highway (there’s no station) at least every 30 minutes. If the traffic is heavy, consider coming by water taxi.



Visit the Island of the Living

A beautiful church and intriguing museum

There’s something about little Gospa od Škrpjela (Our-Lady-of-the-Rock Island) that tugs on the heart. Capped by a stone church with a sky-blue dome, this islet seems to float on the steely waters of the bay. Even travellers suffering from not-another-church fatigue will find themselves drawn here.

Gospa od Škrpjela is one of a pair of islands that lies just off Perast. The other, Sveti Đorđe (St George’s Island), can’t be visited. Shaded by cypresses, it houses a Benedictine monastery and a large cemetery, earning it the local nickname of ‘The Island of the Dead’. Conversely, Gospa od Škrpjela is for the living.

While Sveti Đorđe rises from a natural reef, Gospa od Škrpjela was artificially created around a crag where, on 22 July 1452, an icon of the Madonna and Child was found. Every year on that date, locals row over carrying stones to continue the task of the island’s creation, in a festival known as Fašinada.

The magnificent church at its centre was erected in 1630 and has sumptuous Venetian frescoes, hundreds of silver votive tablets and a small museum (€2). The most unusual exhibit is an embroidered icon of the Madonna and Child, partly made with the hair of its maker. It took Jacinta Kunić-Mijović 25 years to complete it, her hair, which can be seen in the threads, changing from brown to white as she aged.

In summer, boats line up on the Perast waterfront to ferry people to the island and back (€5 return); off season, you may need to ask around. Try to visit early or late in the day, as the church and museum can get uncomfortably crowded.


PERAST’S BEST EATING & DRINKING

Restaurant Conte

With its island views, table-top flowers and attentive service, this seafood restaurant is sublimely romantic. You’ll be presented with platters of whole fish to select from, and the chosen one will return, cooked, to be served. The stuffed squid is excellent. €€€

Konoba Školji

This traditional restaurant is all about the thrill of the grill: fresh seafood and falling-off-the-bone meats, barbecued to perfection in full view of salivating diners. €€

Beach Bar Pirates

Seaside bar serving beers, cocktails and coffees to the board-shorts-and-bikini brigade.



Revel in Perast’s Venetian Architecture

Reminders of Perast’s glory days

Despite having just one main street, this small town boasts 16 churches and 17 formerly grand palazzi. While some are just enigmatic ruins sprouting bougainvillea and wild fig, the town’s most impressive palace and church are both in good repair and open to the public. Visiting them is a great way to engage with the Perast of the past.

The Renaissance-baroque Bujović Palace (Palača Bujović), dating from 1694, has been lovingly preserved and converted into the Perast Town Museum (Muzej grada Perasta), which showcases the town’s proud seafaring history. It’s worth visiting, less for the portraits of ships and bewhiskered gents, and more for the building itself and its melancholy memories of Perast’s past importance.

Perast’s largest religious building, St Nicholas’ Church (Crkva Sv Nikole), has never been completed. Given that it was commenced in the 17th century and the bay’s Catholic community has declined markedly since then, one suspects it never will be. In its heyday, Perast was overwhelmingly a Catholic town but, as of the 2011 census, Catholics now number only 20% of its 269 residents. This is partly a result of the wars of the 1990s, when many Croatian-identifying Catholic families headed across the border.

There’s a treasury inside the church containing beautifully embroidered vestments and the relics of various saints. It’s also possible to climb the imposing 55m bell tower for impressive views over the bay. A small fee is charged for admission to the treasury and tower, but they only tend to be open during the busier months.


WHY I LOVE PERAST
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Peter Dragicevich, Lonely Planet writer

There’s something wonderfully romantic about Perast. It’s like a chunk of Venice that has floated down the Adriatic and chosen to anchor itself in the prettiest part of the bay.

If I’m staying in Kotor, which is only a 15-minute drive away, I like to arrive late in the day, when the crowds have calmed and parking is easier, meaning I can linger over a long dinner at one of the restaurants on the water’s edge. Staying overnight in Perast is also wonderful. There’s nothing like waking to the sublime views, which extend through the Verige Channel to the outer section of the bay.
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Perast | Maria Sbytova/Shutterstock ©


MUSEUMS KOTOR

Both the Perast Town Museum and Risan’s Roman Mosaics, along with three museums in Kotor, are grouped under the umbrella of Muzeji Kotor (Museums Kotor). A combined ticket for all five is €12, or €8 for just Perast and Risan.



WHERE TO STAY IN PERAST

Apartments Gudco

Comprising two spacious, stone-walled apartments, each with bay views, laundry facilities and dishwashers. €€

Hotel Conte

Not so much a regular hotel: this is a series of deluxe apartments in neighbouring heritage buildings. €€€

Heritage Grand Perast

The luxurious restoration and transformation of this 18th-century palace (with spa) on the waterfront is heaven. €€€




Beyond Perast
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Prehistoric rock paintings, Roman mosaics and one of the country’s best restaurants are secluded in this western wing of the inner bay.



The entire Bay of Kotor is ringed by mountains, but nowhere are they more imposing and beautiful than in this secluded nook. Providing the backdrop is the Orjen massif, which stretches all the way to Herceg Novi and the Bosnian border.

This part of the bay has had a long and contested history: in 228 BCE, the Illyrian queen, Teuta, retreated to her already century-old fortress in present-day Risan during her ill-fated war with the Romans. The subsequent Roman rule lasted for over 500 years, in which time Risan grew to a city of 10,000 people and lavish seaside mansions were erected. Slavic, Ottoman and Venetian overlords followed, but the town sadly never regained its former glory.

Risan TIME FROM PERAST: 4 MINS [image: ]

Roman mosaics in situ

It’s one thing to admire ancient mosaics in a museum, but it’s another to see them in situ. That opportunity is offered in the town of Risan (pronounced ‘ree-sahn’), north of Perast, in a branch of Muzeji Kotor prosaically titled Roman Mosaics (Rimski mozaici). Here, you can wander around the remnants of 1800-year-old rooms and get a real sense of the layout and scale of an actual Roman mansion. One thing is immediately obvious: the Roman well-to-do valued a beautiful seaside location as much as anyone today.

A French soldier noted the existence of these mosaics in 1820, but it wasn’t until 1930 that they were rediscovered and properly studied. Now, they’re protected under a large shelter, with display boards providing background information. The floors of seven rooms, adorned with intricate geometric patterns, have been uncovered. The dining room is decorated with flowers, herbs, grapevines and squid, while one of the bedrooms has a remarkable depiction of Hypnos, the Greek god of sleep.

Adjacent to the mosaic building is a leafy park containing a Partisan spomenik (memorial) and the Church of St Peter & St Paul (Crkva Sv Petra i Pavla). Dating from 1796, this domed Serbian Orthodox church contains a gilded baroque-style iconostasis. It’s also worth taking a walk up nearby Gabela, an atmospheric lane dating from the Ottoman occupation, with interesting patterned cobbling made from large pebbles.


GETTING AROUND

The entire length of this part of the bay is only 12km, but traffic can crawl in the busy summer months. Regular buses stopping in Perast also stop in all of the other villages along the highway. You can walk the highway from Perast to Risan in 40 minutes, but there’s no footpath for most of it. Water taxis are also an option.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Although you can use the car ferry to avoid the inner bay, make sure you drive this beautiful route, through Morinj, Risan, Perast and Dobrota to Kotor, at least once.




BEST EATING & DRINKING BEYOND PERAST

Verige65

Upmarket restaurant with an international menu (including tasty pizza) and clifftop views, on the edge of the Verige Strait. €€€

Konoba Ćatovića Mlini

One of Montenegro’s best traditional restaurants, occupying a historic mill building in Morinj. Watch the duck and geese waddle about while you sample the magical bread and olive oil, which appear unbidden at the table. Seafood is the focus, but give the traditional Njeguši specialities a go. €€€

Tramontana Beach Bar

Chic bar with a large covered deck on Morinj Beach, serving coffee, cocktails and food.
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Prehistoric rock drawings, Lipci | Authentic travel/Shutterstock ©

Lipci TIME FROM PERAST: 10 MINS [image: ]

A trove of prehistoric rock paintings

Lipci is a compact cluster of houses 10 minutes by car from Perast. You’d never know it – thanks to a distinct lack of hype – but a short hike will bring you to the Balkans’ most comprehensive collection of prehistoric rock drawings. Created in the 8th century BCE, the images – which include mystical animal and sun symbols – have been largely left alone: there’s little signage, no admission fee and no fences.

To get here, drive up the single-lane road just before you reach the big roundabout on the highway. Park where the asphalt ends and follow the arrow up the rocky path for around 15 minutes until you reach a cliff face. Look up. See paintings. Commence goosebumps.

Morinj TIME FROM PERAST: 12 MINS [image: ]

Acclaimed restaurant and pretty beach

A 12-minute drive (traffic allowing) following the bay north and then west from Perast brings you to the village of Morinj, an unobtrusive setting for one of the country’s best restaurants. Konoba Ćatovića Mlini inhabits a rustic stone mill building with water gurgling all around it, enjoyed by lots of exuberant ducks. Seafood is the focus here, but the restaurant also showcases produce from the Njeguši heartland such as cheese and pršut (smoke-dried ham). The fish soup is exceptional. Reservations are recommended at busy times, but walk-ins are usually fine.

Like many of the coastal villages surrounding Perast, Morinj is divided into gornji (upper) and donji (lower) sections. The silver dome of St Petka’s Church (Crkva Sv Petke) sparkles above, while the pebbly beach below is the best swimming spot in the inner bay.

In stark contrast to its peaceful ambience today, 300 Croatian POWs and civilians were incarcerated at a notorious prison camp in Morinj between 1991 and 1992. Six of the prison guards were subsequently found guilty of war crimes.


ILLYRIA

Ancient Illyria included present-day Montenegro, Kosovo and Albania, and parts of other neighbouring countries. It’s thought that the Albanian language may have been derived from Illyrian. For more on the Illyrians and their defeat, see A History of Montenegro in 15 Places.




QUEEN TEUTA

Queen Teuta is to the people of the eastern Adriatic what Boudica is to the British – an indigenous queen, conquered by invading Romans, who is celebrated as a tragic local heroine. You’ll see her name emblazoned on hotels and restaurants all along the coast. A local legend even has it that, rather than surrender to the Romans, she committed suicide by throwing herself off Mt Orjen (much like Boudica).

However, ancient historians record that she retreated to her fortress at Risan in 228 BCE and subsequently made a treaty with Rome, agreeing to pay an annual tribute while relinquishing most of her kingdom. The last remaining Illyrian kingdom was defeated by Rome 60 years later.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND PERAST

Autocamp Naluka

Campsites within an orchard next to a stream in Morinj, with simple but clean facilities. €

Apartments Stella del Mare

Comfortable new apartments in Strp, a tiny bayside village midway between Risan and Morinj. €€

Apartmani Stanovčić

Apartments with balconies and bay views in the village of Kostanjica, east of Morinj. €€




Kotor
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CATHEDRALS | CITY WALLS | journey up the mountain

Wedged between brooding mountains and a moody corner of the bay, achingly atmospheric Kotor (pronounced ‘koh-tor’) is perfectly at one with its setting. Hemmed in by staunch walls snaking improbably up the surrounding slopes, the town is a medieval maze of churches, cafe-strewn squares and Venetian palaces. It’s a place where the past coexists with the present, where lines of laundry flutter from wrought-iron balconies and hundreds of cats loll in marble laneways. Come nightfall, the illuminated city walls glow as serenely as a halo. Behind the bulwarks, the streets buzz with bars, live music and castle-top clubbing.

Kotor’s main downside is its popularity. In the tourist season, multiple cruise ships arrive daily, blocking the view of the bay and disgorging thousands of passengers who instantly overwhelm the compact Stari Grad. If you’re staying here, you’ll learn to savour the relative peace in the morning before they arrive, and after they’ve departed in the evening.
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Sights

1Cat Museum

2Church of Our Lady of Health

3Dobrota

4Fort Trojica

5Kotor City Walls

6Lapidarium

7Maritime Museum of Montenegro

8Mt Lovćen

9River Gate

10Škurda Canyon

11Solidarity Gallery

12St Claire’s Franciscan Church

13St Eustace’s Church

14St John’s Castle

15St Luke’s Church

16St Mary’s Collegiate Church

17St Matthew’s Church

18St Nicholas’ Church

19St Paul’s Church

20St Tryphon’s Cathedral

21Žuta Plaža

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

22Ladder of Cattaro

TRANSPORT

23Kotor–Lovćen Cable Car




GETTING AROUND

Kotor’s bus station is a five-minute walk from the Gurdić Gate. The entirety of the Stari Grad is vehicle free, so be prepared to lug your bags if you’re staying there. There’s a paid parking lot on the waterfront, directly across from the Stari Grad; there’s another just over the Škurda River, and still more in the Škaljari neighbourhood. You’ll mostly be able to get around on foot, although you may prefer to drive if you’re staying up the north end of Dobrota. Water taxis and excursion boats depart from Park Slobode, immediately north of the Stari Grad.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The Stari Grad is a charming place to stay, but you’d better pack some earplugs. In summer, the bars blast music in the streets until 1am every night, rubbish collectors clank around at 6am and the chattering starts at the cafes by 8am. Plan to escape when the cruise-ship hordes arrive during the day.



Explore Kotor’s Churches & Cathedrals

Treasures of art and architecture

The hushed ambience, the smell of beeswax and incense, the emotive paintings and the uplifting architecture – Kotor’s beautiful churches have been steering visitors towards the divine for centuries. They’re also the custodians of much of the city’s artistic and architectural legacy.

The city has had a mixed Catholic and Orthodox population for many centuries, with a long history of cooperation. Nowhere is this collegial spirit more apparent than in sweet little St Luke’s Church (Crkva Sv Luke). It was constructed in 1195 as a Catholic church but, from 1657 until 1812, both traditions took turns to hold liturgies here. It’s now Orthodox, and elements of the original 12th-century frescoes are still intact, along with two spectacular iconostases from the 17th and 18th centuries, respectively.

The grand domed church nearby is St Nicholas’ Church (Crkva Sv Nikole), the city’s largest Orthodox church, built in 1909. Inside, it’s adorned with an iconostasis with silver bas-relief panels and four huge canvasses – depicting the gospel writers – a gift from Russia in 1998.

Its near neighbour, St Claire’s Franciscan Church (Franjevačka crkva Sv Klare, built between the 14th and 17th centuries), has a simple facade, but step inside for the full Venetian baroque experience, with cherubs floating around the high altar, holding aloft realistic-looking draperies carved entirely from marble.

The other church down this northern end is St Mary’s Collegiate (Crkva Sv Marije Koleđate), a Catholic church built in 1221 on the site of a 6th-century basilica. It’s distinguished by impressive 20th-century bas-relief bronze doors, remnants of frescoes, a particularly gruesome larger-than-life crucifix, and the body of Blessed Osanna of Cattaro.

Kotor’s most impressive building is St Tryphon’s Cathedral (Katedrale Sv Tripuna), consecrated in 1166 but reconstructed following several earthquakes. The Catholic cathedral’s gently hued interior is a masterpiece of Romanesque architecture. Slender Corinthian columns alternate with pillars of pink stone, thrusting upwards to support a series of roof vaults. Look for the remains of Byzantine-style frescoes in the arches. Behind the altar, the gilded silver bas-relief screen is considered Kotor’s most valuable treasure. The cathedral is the only one of Kotor’s churches to charge an admission fee (€4, outside of services), but it includes access to the sacral art museum upstairs, filled with paintings, vestments and a grisly wooden crucifix dating from 1288. Behind the grill in the reliquary chapel are the remains of various saints, including Tryphon himself, a saint venerated by both Catholic and Orthodox Christians.


KOTOR THROUGH TIME

It’s thought that an Ancient Illyrian fortress once stood where St John’s Castle is now. However, Kotor first entered the historical record in 168 BCE as the Roman town Acruvium, which survived until the 5th-century Ostrogoth invasion.

After the Slavs arrived, Kotor developed as a city state. During the Middle Ages, it passed through periods of Byzantine, Bulgarian, Serbian, Hungarian and Bosnian suzerainty before the Venetians eventually got the upper hand in 1420.

The city owes much of its present look to nearly 400 years of Venetian rule, when it was known as Cattaro. In 1813, it briefly joined with Montenegro for the first time, but the Great Powers handed it to Austria, who held it until WWI.
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WHERE TO STAY IN THE STARI GRAD

Old Town Hostel

Sympathetic renovations have turned this 13th-century palazzo into one of the best hostels in the country. €€

Apartments Wine House

Cosy, stone-walled apartments offering a warm welcome in the heart of the Stari Grad. €€

Hotel Astoria

The decor straddles the line between fantastic and fantastical, but the rooms are luxurious. €€€

Climb the City Walls

Historic battlements with vertiginous views

Kotor’s defining feature is its system of defensive walls and fortifications, which arc up the mountain to a height of 260m above sea level. It’s a hard, shadeless slog to the top, and there’s a hefty admission charge (€8), but the views are glorious.

The main entry point is near the River Gate. From here, there are 1350 steps and 1200m of path before you. You’ll pass gun embankments and four little roadside chapels (which used to house religious icons) before you reach the halfway mark, the 15th-century Church of Our Lady of Health (Crkva Gospe od Zdravlja, sometimes translated as Our Lady of Remedy). At a solid pace, it takes around 45 minutes to reach St John’s Castle (Kaštel Sv Ivan) at the very top, built in the 15th century on the site of an ancient fortress.

On the return journey, you can branch off below the church on a path labelled ‘barutni magazin’ (‘power magazine’) to come out at the other entrance to the walls, near Trg od Salate.

When tackling the walls in summer, avoid the heat of the day and bring plenty of water with you.


BLESSED OSSANA OF CATTARO

Within a glass coffin in St Mary’s Collegiate Church lays the remains of Ossana of Cattaro (1493–1565), her face covered by a wax mask and rosary beads wound around her desiccated hands. The daughter of an Orthodox priest, she moved to Kotor as a teenager and converted to Catholicism. From an early age, she had spiritual visions, and in Kotor she became what is known as an anchoress, choosing to be walled into a small cell in the Dominican Monastery attached to St Paul’s Church – now part of Museums Kotor – so as to devote herself to prayer. Despite her desire for isolation, she became Mother Superior of her convent, and was often called on for advice by civic leaders.




OLD MONTENEGRO

From the 15th to the late 19th century, all of Montenegro was contained in a tight area based around Mt Lovćen, which included Cetinje, what is now Lovćen National Park and parts of Lake Skadar National Park.



Stroll along the Dobrota Waterfont

Kotor’s seaside suburb

While Kotor hides behind its walls, neighbouring Dobrota spreads itself along the bay for 5km, gazing cheerfully out to sea. These days, its effectively Kotor’s waterfront suburb, lined with cafes, bars, restaurants and a little beach, pebbly Žuta Plaža. In recent years, many of Dobrota’s decaying palazzi have been renovated, some of which are even grander than those you’ll find in Perast or Kotor itself.

After about 20 minutes’ walking north along the waterfront, you’ll reach St Matthew’s (Crkva Sv Mateja), a large Catholic church dating from 1670 with a well-proportioned dome and a tall steeple. It’s rarely open, which is a shame, as it’s filled with significant art and many grand marble altars.

Another 40 minutes walking (or five minutes by car) will bring you to cavernous St Eustace’s Church (Crkva Sv Eustahija). This one dates from the 18th century and has impressive ceiling frescoes, sculptures by Giuseppe Bernadi and a painting by baroque master Carlo Dolci. Most striking of all is the mosaic by 20th-century Croatian artist Edo Murtić, covering 300 sq metres of sanctuary wall. The inscription translates as ‘Thank you God for being in this world’.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE STARI GRAD

Boutique Hotel Hippocampus

Elegant design, comfortable beds, spacious rooms and attentive staff, all within 17th-century stone walls. €€€

Historic Boutique Hotel Cattaro

Perched within the city walls, with spacious rooms and a vista that’s tough to beat. €€€

Hotel Vardar

This lovely old place with modern, elegant furnishings offers glamour without the kitschy glitz. €€€



WANDER THROUGH KOTOR’S OLD TOWN
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Start at the 1 Sea Gate, constructed in 1555 when Kotor was under Venetian rule. Venice’s symbol, the winged lion of St Mark, is displayed prominently on the wall. Above the gate, the date of the city’s liberation from the fascists during WWII is remembered with a communist star and a quote from Tito. As you pass through, look for the 15th-century stone relief of the Madonna and Child, flanked by St Tryphon and St Bernard. The gate opens onto the Stari Grad’s largest square, Trg od Oružja (Armoury Square). Straight ahead is a 2 clock tower, built in 1602, with a pyramid-shaped pillory in front of it; unruly citizens were once shackled here for public shaming.

Walk left across the square and take the first lane to the right. In short succession, you’ll pass 3 St Claire’s Franciscan Church, 4 Kotor Bazaar (in an old monastery cloister), 5 St Nicholas’ Church, 6 St Luke’s Church and 7 St Mary’s Collegiate Church. Cut across Trg od Drva (Wood Square) to the 8 River Gate, built in 1540. Gaze out on the clear waters of the Škurda River, which forms a moat on the town’s northern flank, then return along the main lane. Duck to the right onto Trg Bokeljske Mornarice (Boka Navy Sq), where you’ll find the 9 Maritime Museum, and then continue on to Trg Sv Tripuna (St Tryphon’s Sq), dominated by the imposing 10 St Tryphon’s Cathedral. Take the lane to the side of the cathedral, turn right and continue all the way to the 13th-century 11 Gurdić Gate at the southern end of town. The clear waters of the gurgling Gurdić Spring form the southern moat.




KOTOR’S BEST DINING

Taraca Resto Bar

Tucked away alongside the Škurda River, with vegetarian and vegan options and Yugoslav memorabilia on the walls. €

Platanus

Popular local cafe in Dobrota, with excellent service and a good breakfast selection. €

Pier 65 Gastro Bar

Turkish-style breakfasts on one of the Stari Grad’s quieter squares, near the cinema. €€

Ladovina

Mediterranean fare served in an elegant conservatory under a canopy of trees in the Škaljari neighbourhood. €€

Marenda Grill House

Traditional grills, including massive platters for sharing, near the roundabout in Škaljari. €€

Galion

Kotor’s best restaurant serves upmarket modern cuisine (especially seafood) in a romantic waterfront setting that gazes directly at the walled town and across the luxury yachts in the marina. €€€



Museum-Hop Through Palaces & Churches

Collections historical and whimsical

More than just a rainy-day option, Kotor’s museums give the opportunity to access buildings that would otherwise be off-limits, while also providing insights into what makes this city so distinctive.

Nowhere is this more true than the Maritime Museum of Montenegro (Pomorski muzej Crne Gore), housed in the impressive Grgurina Palace. Built in 1732, its three grand storeys display items relating to Kotor’s proud naval history, including paintings, uniforms, decorated weapons and models of ships. Make sure to grab the free audio guide.

Museums Kotor (Muzeji Kotor) consists of three minor museums in Kotor’s Old Town, along with the Perast Town Museum and Risan’s Roman Mosaics. The combined ticket is €12, or €5 for just the Kotor trio. The Solidarity Gallery (Galerija solidarnosti), on the ground floor of the 17th-century Pima Palace draws from a 418-work collection donated by artists from around Yugoslavia and the world, following the 1979 earthquake. The other two museums inhabit old churches shuttered during the Napoleonic occupation. The Lapidarium in St Michael’s Church (Crkva Sv Mihaela) displays fragments of ancient masonry. St Paul’s Church (Crvka Sv Pavla), part of a medieval Dominican monastery, is now devoted to a single incredible object: the stone head from a sculpture of 1st-century Roman emperor Domitian (ironically, a noted persecutor of Christians).

Finally, there’s the Cat Museum, a private collection of thousands of moggie-themed postcards, lithographs, prints, jewellery and antique advertisements. The nominal admission fee goes towards taking care of Kotor’s famous felines.

WHERE TO STAY IN DOBROTA

Montenegro Hostel 4U

Buzzy party hostel with fun-loving staff who somehow still manage to keep the place clean. €

Vila Panonija

Old stone house converted into a pleasant little hotel – or is it a large guesthouse? €€

Palazzo Radomiri

An early-18th-century palazzo on the Dobrota waterfront, transformed into a first-rate boutique hotel. €€€

Journey up Mt Lovćen

Old Montenegro by foot, car or cable car

There is no better view over the Bay of Kotor than from the slopes of Mt Lovćen. For centuries, the zigzagging 10km-long caravan trail known as the Ladder of Cattaro was the main route between Old Montenegro and the rest of the world. In the 19th century, the Austrian occupiers of Kotor built a 7km serpentine road to the top that includes 25 hairpin turns. Then, in 2023, the Kotor–Lovćen Cable Car was added to the mix. It’s capable of transporting 1200 passengers per hour to the top via 48 gondolas, in a journey lasting 11 minutes.

The Ladder hike starts near the old hydroelectric power station on the Škurda River, immediately north of the Old Town, and it’s as tough as you’d expect. The serpentine road, if you fancy driving it, starts near Austrian-built Fort Trojica, a 10-minute drive south of the old town. It’s thrilling and unsettling in equal measure, especially if you meet a large vehicle coming in the opposite direction. Take your time and keep your wits about you. The cable car stretches from Dub, on the other side of the Vrmac road tunnel, to a remote edge of Lovćen National Park (1348m above sea level).


KOTOR’S BEST BARS

Bandiera

There’s still a local flavour to this long-running hangout in the quieter part of the Stari Grad, near the Gurdić Gate.

The Nitrox

The drinks are pricey, but Bandiera’s neighbour caters well to craft-beer and hard-rock enthusiasts.

Letrika

By day, Letrika is a quiet place for a sneaky drink, with a steampunk aesthetic and side-alley location. On summer nights, DJs set up outside, and the lane gets jammed with hip young things dancing and sipping cocktails.



Delve into the Škurda Canyon

Canyoning on Kotor’s doorstep

It’s an hour’s hard hike to this hidden river canyon, tucked away in the mountains behind Kotor’s Stari Grad. Sign up for a canyoning expedition to explore its beautiful smooth drops, tunnels and waterfalls via a combination of hiking, swimming, caving, abseiling and jumping. Options include Montenegro Canyoning (montenegro-canyoning.com) and Kotor Bay Tours (kotorbaytours.com).


THE VENETIAN REPUBLIC

Only a fraction of the Venetian Republic was actually in Italy. In the 15th century, when the Republic claimed Kotor, it included the Adriatic Coast and islands as far afield as Cyprus. For more on Venetian Kotor, see A History of Montenegro in 15 Places.



ACTIVITY PROVIDERS IN KOTOR

360 Monte

Travel agency arranging bay cruises, hiking, canyoning, rafting and sightseeing tours around the country.

Adventure Montenegro

Kayaking (guided or go-alone), speed-boat tours, guided hikes and rafting trips on the Tara River.

A Day Out on Yacht Monty B

Join British ex-pats Katie and Tim (and their doggies) for a sail on their 44ft ketch.




Beyond Kotor
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Take an unhurried drive along the coast or shoot through the tunnel to Tivat and the Luštica Peninsula.



Driving around the Bay of Kotor, the views are never short of gorgeous. From Kotor, the rugged Vrmac Peninsula stretches out to form the barrier separating the inner and outer areas of the bay. On its inner edge is a succession of historic stone villages, many of which have crumbling upper sections high up the slopes. On Vrmac’s other flank lays the historic town of Tivat, with its busy commercial centre and superyacht marina.

The coast then sweeps around once more to the mountainous Luštica Peninsula, which divides the outer bay from the Adriatic. Here, you’ll find more enigmatic fishing villages, along with the bay’s best beaches, some of which can only be reached by boat.


GETTING AROUND

Regular buses connect Kotor with Tivat. Tivat’s bus station is around 1.5km along the highway, but some buses also stop in the town centre. If you’re driving, the quickest route is via the toll-free Vrmac Tunnel. In busy times, the traffic crawls along the highway to Tivat, and sometimes all the way to the car ferry.



Tivat TIME FROM KOTOR: 15 MINS [image: ]

Mingle with the Tivat yacht set

Tivat is like nowhere else in Montenegro. Only a 15-minute drive from Kotor (when there’s no traffic), this workaday town in the outer bay was looking a little shabby in the early 2000s. Then along came Porto Montenegro, transforming Tivat’s 24-hectare Yugoslav-era navy base and shipyards into a surreal town-within-a-town, catering unashamedly to the uber rich. It’s tastefully done, seamlessly connecting the existing town promenade to a new enclave full of sunny walkways, luxury accommodation, restaurants, bars, a beach club, a superyacht marina, a pirate ship playground and shops with names like Bulgari, Balenciaga and Boss. A couple of dry-docked Yugoslav-era submarines offer a token reminder of the past.

In a way, this is nothing new. Aristocratic families from Kotor have been heading to Tivat for centuries, building summer residences to take advantage of its sunnier outlook. You can visit one of the few lasting survivors – the Buća-Luković Museum & Gallery – a 500-year-old fortified enclosure with its own Catholic chapel and defensive tower – housing Roman artefacts, a well-presented ethnographical museum and an art gallery. Nearby, leafy Veliki Gradski Park – originally laid out in 1892 – is a peaceful retreat providing a simple antidote to the excesses of Porto Montenegro. The park is ringed with sports facilities, including the home ground for local football team FK Arsenal Tivat. Look out for the WWII memorial and fountain, which features a quote from Tito.

Tivat also has a couple of pebbly beaches: tiny Gradska plaža, right by the main promenade, and Plaža Belane, just past the town’s old marina.


TIVAT’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Buregdžnica ‘AS’ kod Dutea

Humble deliciousness in a pricy town, serving just burek (meat or cheese pastries) and pizza slices. €

Ponta Veranda

Tucked-away barbecue restaurant offering outstanding grilled vegetables, octopus, fish, steak, pork ribs and lamb chops. €€

Big Ben

Anglophile beach cafe with English-style breakfasts, Balkan seafood and meat grills, and pasta and pizza. A red phone box and images of Shakespeare and Sherlock Holmes sit incongruously against the Adriatic backdrop. €€

One

Porto Montenegro’s best restaurant, with a waterfront location and a menu as jet-setting as the clientele. It also serves excellent Western-style breakfasts. €€€
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Rose TIME FROM Kotor: 40 MINS [image: ]

Fishing villages and extraordinary views

While you can flit to Luštica’s beaches, caves and submarine bases by boat, the peninsula also makes for a memorable drive. It takes around 40 minutes to drive from Kotor via the tunnel to Rose (pronounced ‘roh-seh’), at its very tip.

The peninsula road starts by hugging the northern shoreline, with views over forested Sveti Marko (St Mark’s Island, the site of a long-abandoned Club Med) and the picturesque convent-capped Gospa od Milosti (Our-Lady-of-Mercy Island). Pause to check out Bjelila, a cute little fishing village comprised of a cluster of old stone houses, with their foundations lapped by the water.

Continuing along the peninsula, the houses stop, the road gets narrower and the scenery gets greener and prettier. Climbing up the ridge, a panorama opens up before you, best appreciated from Viewpoint Klinci.

Shortly afterwards, the road drops again and stops altogether at the charming fishing village of Rose, a pretty stand of stone houses gazing at Herceg Novi across the sparkling waters of the bay. Outside summer, village life winds down to near inertia, but from May to September, a handful of waterside taverns open their doors to day trippers and overnighters.

If you’re in the mood for a leisurely drive with a high probability of getting at least temporarily lost, return via the narrow backroads that meander through the lost-in-time olive groves of the southern half of the peninsula. The road rejoins the coast near Oblatno on Trašte Bay. There are some lovely beaches here, but many are marred by intrusive development.

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND KOTOR

Klinci Village Resort

Romantic rooms in a 300-year-old Luštica olive farm, with Adriatic views and a traditional restaurant. €€

Regent Porto Montenegro

Located within the superyacht enclave, the Regent is a luxurious place for a splurge. €€€

Apartments Kristina

Attractive apartments in Bjelila (Luštica Peninsula), with a little private beach and restaurant. €€€


FROM SHIPYARD TO SUPERYACHTS

The construction of Porto Montenegro wasn’t without controversy. Around 3500 locals took to the streets to protest the closure of the shipyards and the loss of 480 jobs. For more on the local politics, see A History of Montenegro in 15 Places.




[image: ] TOP TIP

There are some good konobe (taverns; some seasonal) and pekare (bakeries) scattered along the Vrmac and Luštica coastlines.




THE ISLAND OF FLOWERS

Skirting the airport runway, an unlikely road leads past a beach and marina and then over a short bridge onto an island officially called Miholjska Prevlaka but more fancifully known as Ostrvo Cvijeća (the Island of Flowers). Initial impressions aren’t great, but once you pass through the rundown former tourist complex (once set aside for Yugoslav military families), you’ll reach one of the region’s most historically significant sites: the revived St Michael the Archangel’s Monastery, seat of the Orthodox bishop of Zeta from the 13th to the 15th centuries. Roman mosaics have been discovered here, along with the ruins of a 9th-century church and Benedictine monastery. A sweet little 19th-century Orthodox church stands here now, shaded by trees.





ROAD TRIP
Coastal Circuit

This route takes the scenic secondary road to Tivat, following the coast around the bay before returning on the more direct route through the Vrmac Tunnel. In places it narrows to a single lane, prompting plenty of honking when a bus meets a truck coming in the opposite direction. Act like a local and let the beeps bounce off you. Just take it slowly and enjoy the views.
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1 Prčanj

Leaving Kotor, the road heads through the fishing village of Muo before reaching the once-prosperous maritime town of Prčanj, which is lined with centuries-old stone buildings, including an 18th-century Franciscan monastery. Dominating the town, in a God-is-watching-you kind of way, is the massive Church of the Birth of the Blessed Virgin Mary (Crkva Rođenja Blažene Djevice Marije), built between 1789 and 1908. A grand stairway leads up to the terrace, where the bay views are enjoyed by the slightly bug-eyed statues of Sts Peter and Paul on the baroque facade.

The Drive: The road continues to wend narrowly along the water’s edge for 4km as Perast comes into view across the bay.

2 Donji Stoliv

Donji Stoliv (Lower Stoliv) is a pleasant huddle of stone buildings with an 18th-century Catholic church. If you’re feeling energetic, it’s worth taking the steep half-hour’s walk through the bucolic olive grove and chestnut forest to the upper village, Gornji Stoliv. Most of the families who lived here for centuries have now left, with only a few houses remaining in use, and the rest in varying states of picturesque ruin. A church dedicated to the prophet Elijah, dating from 1553, keeps a lonely vigil.

The Drive: After 2km, the road veers left and follows the Verige Channel, broadening into two proper lanes after it passes the car ferry. At Donja Lastva, take the road to the upper village.
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3 Gornja Lastva

While many of the upper villages along the bay have been abandoned, Gornja Lastva has bucked the trend. It’s one of the few with a decent road, giving easy access to rustic isolation. Stop to explore the rough stone lanes and take in the views over Tivat from the church (built 1410). Historically, most people would have lived in the upper villages, the terrain providing better protection from attack. The lower villages became more important during the Venetian-era maritime boom.

The Drive: Backtrack to the coastal road and continue another 2km to the centre of Tivat. Parking Đačka is a handy place to stop.

4 Tivat

Tivat is a bustling little seaside town, the third largest on the Bay of Kotor. Take some time to wander around swish Porto Montenegro and stop to people-watch from one of the many restaurants and bars.

The Drive: From Tivat, it’s an 11km drive back to Kotor, turning left at the roundabout after the airport and heading through the tunnel.







Adriatic Coast
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PICTURESQUE BEACHES AND WALLED TOWNS


Explore a series of historic coastal towns poised between clear Adriatic waters and the steely mountains of Old Montenegro.
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Montenegro’s entire Adriatic coastline stretches barely 100km as the crow flies, but it still manages to pack a lot in. The highlights are three picture-perfect walled towns jutting out over turquoise waters, and a fourth hidden within the folds of the surrounding mountains.

The cultural legacy of Venice can be felt throughout, but the region’s southeastern half has the added overlay of three centuries of Ottoman rule, contributing a different flavour entirely. Add to this mix the Ancient Illyrians, Greeks, Romans and Byzantines who preceded them, and of course the Serbs, who had reached this section of the coast by the 7th century and put down roots, organising into tight clans. A chunk of this coast is the ancestral home of one such tribe, the Paštrovići, their artistic treasures showcased in a series of glittering churches within medieval monasteries. Montenegro gained its first coastal territory in 1877, with Budva only officially joining it after WWII.
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In recent years, apartment blocks and high-rise hotels have sprouted in profusion, catering to the masses who pack the many beautiful beaches in summer. It can sometimes seem like the entire Serbian-speaking world is here, along with a large chunk of Russia. If you avoid July and August you’ll find that there’s still charm to be found on the cobbled streets and dusty lanes of lost-in-time towns and villages.


THE MAIN AREAS

BUDVA

Beach town with an ancient heart.

STARI BAR

Fascinating ruined city.

ULCINJ

Charming walled town and stunning beaches.



Find Your Way


This tight region is linked by the Jadranski Put (Adriatic highway), which connects Budva and Ulcinj. The mountains shadow the entire coast and dip their feet right in the sea in some places.
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Plan Your Time


Whether you want to explore historic sites, chase an adrenaline rush, laze on the beach or spend the entire day eating, the Adriatic Coast presents plenty of options.
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Pressed for Time

• Spend your first day in Budva, exploring the Stari Grad, strolling along Slovenska Plaža and lazing on Mogren Beach. The next day, walk the coastal path between Pržno and Sveti Stefan. After lunch, stop at a monastery en route to Stari Bar. Explore the town and then settle in for a dinner at Kaldrma or Konoba Bedem.




Five Days to Stretch Out

• Base yourself in Budva for two nights and allocate time for a swim at Sveti Stefan, after the coastal walk. On day three, stop to check out modern Bar before spending the night in Stari Bar. Continue on to Ulcinj for your last two nights, exploring the walled town and beaches, and making sure to squeeze in a meal alongside the Bojana River.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

Warming days, wildflowers and Budva’s carnival. It’s usually warm enough to swim by late May.

SUMMER

Sunny weather, warm water, and lots of stuff happening – but the crowds detract from the fun. Avoid if possible.

AUTUMN

A great time to visit. Everywhere is a lot less sweaty and crowded, even though it is wetter. Swimming is still pleasant.

WINTER

Some sights close their doors, but those that remain open drop their prices. It’s rarely below freezing.




Budva
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ANCIENT HISTORY | BEACH CULTURE | WRECK DIVING

Budva is a place where history and beach culture collide. It’s a photogenic walled town with ancient provenance, anchored on one end by a long sweep of beach that’s jam-packed with thousands of holidaymakers in summer. Spreading back from the beach and gradually making its way up the surrounding slopes is a chaotic jumble of hotels and apartment blocks, with bigger, flashier ones being built all the time.

The origin of Budva is literally the stuff of legends, with the Ancient Greeks naming Cadmus and Harmonia as the town’s founders in an elaborate story involving gods, dragon’s teeth and the couple turning into snakes. In any case, Budva’s Stari Grad has been settled for at least 2500 years, with the Venetians ruling the roost for nearly 400 of them. Within its sturdy walls, it’s as if time stopped in the Renaissance, and overdevelopment is but a troubling rumour.
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Sights

1Bečići Beach

2Budva Museum

3Mogren Beach

4Pizana Beach

5Podmaine Monastery

6Rafailovići

7Ričardova Glava

8Slovenska Plaža

9Sveti Nikola

ACTIVITIES, courses & Tours

10Budva Diving

11Pro Diving Montenegro




GETTING AROUND

Most places in Budva are within 30 minutes’ walk of the beaches and the Stari Grad. The intercity bus station is in the centre of town, and local buses stop along the highway. If you’re not lucky enough to snare a street parking spot, there are paid car parks near the Stari Grad and Slovenska Plaža. In any case, once you’ve parked, you’re unlikely to want to move the car, as the traffic is unforgiving.




[image: ] TOP TIP

In summer, taxi boats from the Slovenska Plaža take sunseekers to the main beach on uninhabited Sveti Nikola for just a few euro. Known locally as ‘Hawaii’, the island stretches for nearly 2km. Alternatively, hire a kayak and look for a secluded spot on the far side of the island.



Beach Hopping in Budva

The consummate Mediterranean beach experience

Ah, the Med in summer: endless rows of umbrellas, blaring local pop music and handsome waiters delivering garishly coloured cocktails to sweaty sunbathers. On this front, Budva doesn’t disappoint.

Budva’s heaving main beach, Slovenska Plaža, stretches out for 1.6km. In summer, the beachside promenade morphs into a bustling, hustling strip of fast-food outlets, beach bars in the guise of pirate ships and global landmarks, a fun fair, market stalls, and travel agencies hawking tours. It’s quite a scene. If you don’t fancy forking out for a lounger, there are lots of places where you can spread out your towel directly on the pebbles.

Things are marginally less chaotic at the two small beaches on either side of the Stari Grad (Old Town): Pizana Beach, to the north, and Ričardova Glava (Richard’s Head), to the south. The latter is the prettier of the two, with the town walls as its backdrop. It takes its name from Academy Award-winner Richard Widmark, who was frequently spotted here during the filming of The Long Ships.

To reach Budva’s best beach, continue west along the shoreline from Ričardova Glava. Along the way, you’ll pass one of Budva’s most-photographed landmarks, a statue of a ballerina perpetually posing en pointe (and unclothed). Around the next headland is the beautiful, double-bayed Mogren Beach. You can hardly see any buildings when you’re lying on the fine pebbles here – a rare treat for the Budva Riviera. The high cliffs provide plenty of afternoon shade, along with the vicarious entertainment of watching the fearless and foolhardy leap into the water below.


BUDVA’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Konoba Bocun

Friendly little local’s tavern tucked away in a residential street, serving everything from breakfast, sandwiches and soups to traditional grills. €€

Rivijera

Great service and delicious Dalmatian-style food down an atmospheric Stari Grad lane. €€€

Piano Nobile

Upmarket steak and burger bar in a beautiful Venetian building, spilling onto a little square. €€€





STROLL THE SIGHTS OF THE STARI GRAD
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Start at the 1 giant bell outside the town walls, a leftover from the 1964 Viking movie The Long Ships, which was filmed in Yugoslavia and starred Sidney Poitier. Enter the Stari Grad (Old Town) through the last portal on this side, the 2 Pizana Gate. Head along the marbled lane, following it past the 3 Budva Museum to Trg između crkava (literally, ‘the square between the churches’). Immediately to the left is the former Catholic Cathedral, now 4 St John the Baptist’s Church, with a bell tower and Gothic-style Bishop’s residence attached. Behind the main altar is a colourful mosaic by Croatian artist Ivo Dulčić, while a side chapel houses the Madonna of Budva, a 12th-century icon venerated by Catholic and Orthodox Budvans alike.

An open space nearby displays the ruined foundations of a 5 Christian basilica from the 5th century, uncovered following the devastating 1979 earthquake. Beyond this is the 6 Citadela (admission €4.50 for sea views and model ships). Plonked in the centre of the square is the fresco-filled 7 Holy Trinity, an Orthodox church constructed in 1804. Built into the town walls nearby are two tiny abandoned churches: the 12th-century 8 St Sava the Sanctified and 9 St Mary in Punta, Budva’s oldest, dating from 840 CE. Backtrack to the edge of the square and turn left. The lane opposite the 10 Tourist Office leads to a small square containing a 11 Roman altar from the 1st century. Exit the Stari Grad via the 12 Main Gate, noting the Madonna and Child mosaic and the winged lion of St Mark (the symbol of Venice). Straight ahead are the remains of an 13 ancient necropolis, found by accident when the Avala Hotel was being built.



Uncover Ancient History in the Budva Museum

Explore Greek and Roman artefacts

When you’ve got 2500 years of stories to tell, you’re best to keep it simple – and the Budva Museum (Muzej Budve; admission €3) does a great job of condensing them into a concise narrative. There’s an impressive collection of Greek and Roman jewellery, ceramics, mosaics and glassware, along with intricate folk costumes. A 5th-century-BCE helmet with holes in the back suggests that its former owner had at least one very bad day.

Seek Serenity at Podmaine Monastery

Tranquility awaits on Budva’s fringes

A stroll north through Budva’s shabby suburban sprawl ends with a vista straight out of the Middle Ages: black-robed monks, labouring in an olive grove and vegetable garden, beneath the stone walls of the 15th-century Serbian Orthodox Podmaine Monastery (Podmaine manistir).

Enter through the arched gate into a serene courtyard lined with stone buildings, and pause to soak up the peaceful setting, so at odds with brash Budva below. At its centre is a large pink-and-cream-striped church, dating from 1747. Every surface of the interior is frescoed. Detracting from the serenity slightly is a modern (and controversial) Judgement Day scene on the left wall, depicting what appears to be Yugoslav leader Tito and a group of bishops being dragged to hell, where the fate of the damned includes being eaten alive by fish and what appears to be a smug duck.

Marked hiking and cycling tracks head up the mountain from here, including a 6.6km, three-hour trail to the remote Stanjevići Monastery (Stanjevići manistir) on the edge of Lovćen National Park.


BUDVA’S SLIPPERY FOUNDERS

Budva’s founding is celebrated in the sort of mythical soap opera that the Ancient Greeks loved so much. This one involves Cadmus, founder of Thebes and brother of Europa (who the continent is named after).

Cadmus’ luck ran out after he killed a sacred dragon, so he and his wife hitched up their oxen and set off to make a fresh start. They founded a new city, naming it Bouthoe (later Budva), after the Greek word for oxen. Cadmus’ bad luck continued: he was heard complaining that if the gods were so fond of serpents, then he wished he was one. The gods, never missing an opportunity for black humour, obliged – and promptly turned him into a snake.



Dive to Budva’s Reefs & Wrecks

PADI courses and boat dives

The clear waters around Budva offer excellent diving in underwater tunnels, caves and reefs populated by octopuses, moray eels, lobsters, barracudas and colourful sponges. Many of the best sites are around Sveti Nikola (St Nicholas’ Island), including the Galiola Reef and a massive submerged rock in the shape of a pyramid. There’s also the wreck of the Oreste to explore, an Italian cargo ship sunk by a mine off Jaz Beach during World War II.

Based at Dukley Marina, Budva Diving is a longstanding outfit offering PADI courses, introductory dives and experienced boat dives for qualified divers. Other good options are Pro Diving Montenegro, based at Maestral Resort & Casino in Pržno, and Scuba Quest in Bar.

WHERE TO STAY IN BUDVA

Freedom Hostel

Beloved, sociable hostel with a small courtyard and tidy little rooms scattered between three buildings. €

Sailor House

Centuries-old Stari Grad house with welcoming hosts, nicely decorated rooms and a guest kitchen. €€

Hotel Kadmo

Hotel in a quieter block near the bus station, with spacious rooms, roof terrace and pool. €€€


BUDVA’S BEST CAFES & BARS

Casper

Chill out with local craft beers, cocktails or house-roasted coffee in this Stari Grad garden bar. It regularly hosts live jazz gigs and DJs kick off in summer.

Rakia & Wine Bar

Appealing hole-in-the-wall wine bar in the Stari Grad serving a good selection of local tipples.

Fisherman’s Pub

Big two-storey place on the waterfront with a covered terrace, good coffee and decent breakfasts.

Riva

Huge waterfront cocktail bar in a big glass pavilion with a roof terrace.
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Witness Bečići & Rafailovići

Busy beach culture

If you want a change from Slovenska Plaža, or if you just fancy a stroll or jog, head to the far end of the beach and continue through the pedestrian tunnel to Bečići Beach. If you thought Budva was built up, then brace yourself. This nearly 2km-long stretch of sandy beach has been completely swallowed by large resorts, complete with swimming pools, nightclubs and casinos. It caters well to those whose primary holiday objective is to flit between the pool, pokies and sand, cocktail in hand. Even if it’s not your scene, it’s still fascinating to observe.

Rafailovići, at the beach’s eastern end, is similarly overdeveloped but retains the vaguest echoes of a village feel. Older-style apartment hotels hug the cliffs, and restaurants line the shore. It’s a popular spot for families, but note that there’s hardly any beach at high tide.

WHERE TO STAY IN BUDVA

Hotel Budva

Schmick hotel with a spa centre, swimming pool and a waterfront location that’s tough to beat. €€€

Villa M Palace

There’s a seductive glamour to this modern block of luxurious apartments near the Stari Grad. €€€

Vila Bojana

A burnt-orange block on Budva’s quieter fringes, with a swimming pool and good homemade breakfasts. €€€




Beyond Budva
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Rugged mountains frame a sublime stretch of coast peppered with towns, villages and monasteries steeped in history.



Known as the Budva Riviera, this part of the coast roughly coincides with the area that remained under Venetian rule when the Ottoman Empire pushed north in the 16th century. It’s also the heartland of the Paštrovići, one of Montenegro’s historic tribes, whose centuries-old villages and Orthodox monasteries are dotted throughout.

Sadly, development has been allowed to run rampant in recent years. Yet, despite mammoth hotel developments marring prime spots, with a surprisingly large number seemingly permanently paused mid construction, the Budva Riviera remains strikingly beautiful. The island village of Sveti Stefan may be off limits to all but the uber rich, but it’s still an absolute gem to gaze down upon, and a true highlight of the coast.

Jaz Beach TIME FROM Budva: 10 MINS [image: ]

Find quiet amidst the beach clubs

If you’re after slightly less high-rise with your beach views, try the bays west of Budva. The blue waters and broad sands of Jaz Beach (pronounced ‘yahz’) lie just off the highway, 10 minutes from Budva (traffic allowing). Sun umbrellas and beach bars line the main section, but you’ll find more peace and quiet down the eastern end. Continue around the headland if you prefer to swim and sunbathe naked.

Further west from Jaz is Trsteno Beach, a sandy cove with shallow waters. Next up is pumping Ploče Beach. You’ll either love or hate its beach-club vibe, with its swimming pools, sunbathing terraces and wade-in bars.


GETTING AROUND

Mediteran Express buses run along the coast between Budva and Buljarica; look for the timetable at stops along the highway. Intercity services departing from Budva’s bus station are also an option. While nothing is very far away on this small stretch of coast, be prepared for the traffic to crawl in summer. Otherwise, you can beat the tailbacks with a water taxi.



Kamenovo TIME FROM Budva: 10 MINS [image: ]

Soak up beachside tranquility

Drive 10 minutes in the other direction from Budva to reach blissfully peaceful Kamenovo, a surprisingly undeveloped pebbly beach positioned below the highway, between crowded Rafailovići and Pržno. There are no hotels here, and while you’ll find a couple of beach bars and a handful of umbrella renters, it feels positively deserted after the mayhem of the nearby resort towns.


[image: ] TOP TIP

If you come during peak season and the traffic is bad, consider using water taxis to get around.




SVETI STEFAN’S BEST DINING

Caffe Caffe

Casual dining halfway up the hill, serving smoothies, breakfasts, sandwiches, pizza, pasta and grills. €

Drago Restaurant

Watch the sunset over the island from this grapevine-draped terrace and enjoy local Paštrovići specialities such as roast suckling pig and melt-in-the-mouth baked lamb. €€

Paštrovića Dvori

Hospitable, family-run restaurant in Blizikuće village with incredible views, serving authentic, homemade Paštrovići cuisine. It’s well signposted from the main road, south of Sveti Stefan. €€



Sveti Stefan TIME FROM Budva: 10 MINS [image: ]

View the coast’s most stirring sight

The fortified island village of Sveti Stefan (St Steven), a 10-minute drive south of Budva, is like something from a fairy tale. From the Jadranski Put (Adriatic highway) above, it appears as a photogenic jumble of terracotta roofs set against turquoise waters, anchored to a pink-hued beach by a narrow causeway.

Make the most of the view, as it can only be admired from afar. The entire island village was nationalised in the 1950s and is now part of the luxurious Aman resort, meaning it’s off-limits to all but paying guests. At the time of research, a stand-off between Aman’s owners and local authorities meant that the whole resort was shuttered. If that’s still the case, celebrate! It means you’ll be able to spread out your towel at beaches that Aman once charged up to €150 per day for non-guests to access.

The clear waters off Sveti Stefan get deep quickly, as if the surrounding mountains couldn’t be bothered adjusting their slope, and the island views make it a lovely place to swim. Regardless of what happens with access in the future, the beach to the south of the causeway will remain open to the public. The further south along the beach you go, the cheaper the deckchairs get, and there’s plenty of free (but rocky) space near the end. Around the next headland is Crvena Glavica, a rock-strewn nudist beach reached by a steep and bumpy path.

Sveti Stefan is also the name of the township that’s sprung up onshore. From its steep slopes, you can ogle the exclusive island to your heart’s content.
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Drobni Pijesak TIME FROM Budva: 15 MINS [image: ]

A sandy beach with cultural significance

Drobni Pijesak means ‘ground sand’, and this secluded cove, 15 minutes south of Budva, is a pleasant spot to laze about on and soak up the views of the surrounding green hills and aquamarine waters. If you happen to be here on 28 June, you’ll get to witness the Bankada – a community court, with origins in the 16th century, presided over by the elders of the 12 Paštrović clans. The court is followed by a folk and arts festival.


BEST DINING IN BEČIĆI & PRŽNO

Azzurro

Chic restaurant and bar right on Bečići Beach, serving delicious Mediterranean fare, including lots of seafood. €€

Porat

Longstanding traditional restaurant on the Rafailovići promenade, with attentive staff and top-notch fish dishes. €€

Konoba More

A stereotypically dreamy Mediterranean restaurant with a terrace that juts out over Pržno Beach. €€



Rijeka Reževići TIME FROM Budva: 15 MINS [image: ]

Traditional architecture and a secluded beach

Drop into this little settlement, just off the highway 15 minutes south of Budva, to get an idea of what Paštrovići village life was like. The traditional architecture of this area differs from the rest of Montenegro, favouring rows of terrace houses with stone walls, small windows, single-pitched roofs and ‘hog’s back’ curved terracotta tiles. This charming village offers some lovely examples, and although gentrification is evident, the focus has been on restoration rather than demolition.

Once your architectural wanderings are complete, take the footpath that starts at the car park below the village church, and head down through the woods to boulder-strewn Presjeka Beach. It’s great for snorkelling (make sure to bring your own gear) and swimming in your own secluded spot. There’s a good beachfront restaurant, too.

WHERE TO STAY IN PRŽNO & SVETI STEFAN

Drago

Rooms and apartments with views, comfy pillows, well-stocked bathrooms and an excellent onsite restaurant. €€

Aman Sveti Stefan

This superlatives-defying resort is one of a kind, occupying Sveti Stefan and a nearby royal palace. €€€

Maestral Resort & Casino

Everything you’d expect from a large seaside resort: luxurious rooms, private beach, spa and pools. €€€



PRŽNO TO SVETI STEFAN COASTAL PATH

[image: map]

This magnificent walk along the forested headlands separating Pržno from Sveti Stefan takes around 30 minutes. Wear your swimmers and pack a towel, as this route traverses some of Montenegro’s most beautiful beaches. Start at busy 1 Pržno, a cramped, family-friendly beach with a craggy island just offshore, capped by a ruin. Pržno has a surprisingly good selection of restaurants, and just enough old stone houses to counterbalance the large-scale resort at its northern end. Follow the path south, and enter the forested estate that was once the preserve of the Karađorđević dynasty, the Serbian monarchs who headed the first Yugoslavia. Within a few minutes, you’ll reach 2 Queen’s Beach, a gorgeous grin of fine pink pebbles surrounded by pines and cypresses. The beach was a favourite of Queen Marija, and it’s easy to see why.

It’s now leased by the resort of Aman Sveti Stefan, so, depending on how officious they’re being, you may be ushered along a path set back from the beach, behind the spa. Next up is the slightly bigger and similarly spectacular 3 Miločer Beach, also known as King’s Beach. Set back from this beach and fronted by a loggia draped in sweet-scented wisteria is the elegant 4 Villa Miločer, built for the Karađorđević family in 1934 as a summer palace. This, too, is now part of the Aman Sveti Stefan resort. From here, the pine-scented path continues over a shady headland rising above the blue waters. Before too long, the terracotta roofs and stone walls of the historic island town of 5 Sveti Stefan will come into view. If access to the resort beaches is restricted (as it sometimes is), continue past the causeway to cool off on the free public beach.



Petrovac na Moru TIME FROM Budva: 20 MINS [image: ]

Explore the beach town’s historic sights

A 20-minute drive south of Budva will land you in Petrovac na Moru (Petrovac on the Sea), a little beach town set on a lovely red-gravel bay. Despite the best efforts of developers to leech the charm out of the place with overbearing constructions, the cafe-lined beachfront promenade is still a lovely place to wander.

At one end, a 16th-century Venetian fortress guards a tiny stone harbour. Clamber up the steps for views of the dramatic diagonal stratification of the surrounding limestone cliffs that melt into the turquoise water below. About halfway along the waterfront is the Red Commune Memorial House, containing a gallery and museum. Following an electoral victory in 1919, Petrovac became the first communist-run municipality in the Adriatic. The permanent exhibition celebrates this turn of events with photos and documents (minus English captions); it doesn’t get a lot of visitors these days, but the bemused staff will unlock the exhibition doors for you upon request.



Roman mosaics and history

Another of Petrovac’s most interesting attractions is also its least heralded. In 1902, the foundations of a 4th-century Roman building, complete with mosaics, were discovered in an olive grove. A glass shed now covers a section of mosaic (roughly 10m by 15m); if its locked, you can still peer through the windows. Around the shed, extensive Roman foundations can be seen – a popular congregating place for local cats.

Part of the fun of the mosaic is finding it. The easiest way is to start at cypress-shaded St Elijah’s Church. Call in to admire its venerable iconostasis, and then take the path alongside it and follow it to St Thomas’ Church; both churches date from the 14th or 15th century. The mosaics are hidden within the olive grove opposite St Thomas’.

Petrovac’s beaches and islands

Just offshore from Petrovac are two picturesque islets: Katič and Sveta Nedjelja (Holy Sunday). The former has a small cave to explore, while the latter is capped by a church said to have been built in gratitude by a Greek sailor who was shipwrecked here. Both can be visited by kayak, or by hopping aboard a tourist boat at the harbour.

If the town beach (gradska plaža) is heaving, wander south to cypress- and oleander-lined Lučice Beach, which has a kids’ waterslide at its far end. Continue over the leafy headland for another 30 minutes, and the 2.4km-long sweep of Buljarica Beach comes into view, most of which is blissfully undeveloped – at least for now.


MEET THE PAŠTROVIĆI

Montenegro was traditionally a highly tribal society, comprised of clans drawing together to protect their territory and ensure mutual survival. Since at least the 14th century, most of what is now known as the Budva Riviera was controlled by the Paštrović tribe, with Sveti Stefan as its capital. Even after accepting Venetian suzerainty, it remained an autonomous province, loyal to the Serbian Orthodox Church.

The annual Bankada held at Drobni Pijesak is a hangover from the centuries when the Paštrovići were self-governing. Nowadays, Bankada’s focus is the restoration and preservation of the tribe’s traditions, environmental and cultural conservation, and economic development.

Keep an eye out for Paštrovići art, architecture, cuisine and culture along the coast.



WHERE TO STAY IN JAZ & BEČIĆI

Hotel Poseidon

Seaside hotel on the sands of Jaz Beach, offering clean and spacious rooms with views. €€€

Hotel Stella di Mare

Friendly staff, tidy rooms with balconies, and far more reasonable rates than neighbouring resorts. €€

Hotel Splendid

A mammoth Bečići resort with luxurious rooms, spa, kids’ club, beach access and three pools. €€€


PETROVAC’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Konoba Mediterraneo

Traditional cuisine (the usual line-up of seafood and grilled meats) in a lovely setting, under a canopy of citrus trees on the esplanade. €€

Konoba Bonaca

A locals’ favourite, this tavern focuses mainly on seafood, but the local cheeses and olives are also excellent. Grab a table under the grapevines on the terrace and make yourself comfortable. Service isn’t the speediest, but there’s some prime people-watching and wine-sipping to be done as you wait. €€

Konoba Katič

Waterfront restaurant with excellent service and delicious food, including stuffed squid, mussels, pasta and salads. €€



Budva’s Coastal Monasteries TIME FROM Budva: 10-25 MINS [image: ]

Quiet retreats in beautiful settings

While beach life bustles below, the coast’s Serbian Orthodox monasteries continue on, much as they have for centuries. To visit them is to get a glimpse into the world of the Pastrović tribe. Traditionally, the monasteries educated the young, and they were also an important contributor in preserving the culture and cohesion of the Pastrovići during the centuries of Venetian and Austrian rule.

Praskvica Monastery is positioned within an ancient olive grove, just off the highway near Sveti Stefan, and a 10-minute drive from Budva. It was established in 1413 by Balša III of Zeta (with Zeta being the Serbian principality considered a precursor to modern Montenegro). The monastery’s St Nicholas’ Church (Crkva Sv Nikola) was built around the same time, although it was substantially destroyed by the French in 1812 as punishment for the monks’ support of Montenegro’s attempt to take the Bay of Kotor. Traces of original frescoes remain on the left wall, but the rest of the church dates to 1847. The monastery complex also includes an old schoolhouse and the smaller Holy Trinity Church (Crkva Sv Trojice), both set within a cemetery above the main church.

Older still is Reževići Monastery (Manastir Reževići), 5km to the south. Right up until the 19th century, a vessel filled with wine was left for passing travellers near a column that once stood nearby. One of the recipients of this kindness, in 1226, was King Stefan the First-Crowned, of the Serbian Nemanjić dynasty. In gratitude, he commissioned the Church of the Dormition (Crkva Uspenja Bogorodice), the smaller church of the complex. Fine frescoes cover the walls, although those in the larger Holy Trinity Church (Crkva Sv Trojice; 1770) are more vivid. Both churches are holding up well, considering they’ve survived attacks by Ottoman, French and Italian armies.

Perched on a hill overlooking Buljarica Beach, the 12th-century Gradište Monastery (Manastir Gradiste) is a tranquil collection of stone buildings facing onto a central courtyard. The driveway is steep, so park at the bottom if you’re not sure if your car is up to it. Like the other monasteries, it’s had a rough time over the centuries at the hands of invading armies and has been rebuilt several times. Its three churches are renowned for their frescoes. Particularly special is little St Nicholas’ Church (Crkva Sv Nikola; circa 1620), which has a noteworthy iconostasis carved and painted by Vasilije Rafailović, one of a well-known family of artists from Risan. The frescoes covering the walls are faded and missing in places, but still very beautiful, and depict biblical scenes and sainted Serbian royalty. Its large neighbour, St Sava’s Church (Crkva Sv Save; 1864), has an iconostasis by Nicholas Aspiotis of Corfu (whose work is also on display in Praskvica Monastery’s St Nicholas’ Church). Look out for the peculiar image of St Christopher with the head of a donkey at the bottom of the icon positioned immediately to the right of the iconostasis door.


SERBIA’S GOLDEN AGE

Born in around 1113 in Ribnica (present-day Podgorica), Stefan Nemanja ushered in a dynasty that would see Serbia become an independent kingdom with its own state church. For more on the Nemanjić dynasty, see A History of Montenegro in 15 Places.



WHERE TO STAY IN PETROVAC NA MORU

Vila ðurić

There’s a vaguely ‘Spanish mission’ feel to this boutique guesthouse. All rooms have kitchens. €€

Hotel Ami Budva Petrovac

Big, flashy block offering luxurious rooms with terrific views and a tasty breakfast buffet. €€€

Monte Casa Spa & Wellness

Tucked above the northwestern end of the beach, with a spa and swimming pools. €€€
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Petrovac na Moru | xbrchx/Shutterstock ©


UNDERSTANDING ORTHODOX ICONOGRAPHY

Enter an Orthodox church, and you’ll be struck by the vibrancy of the decoration. Frescoes cover every surface, with freestanding icons scattered about, and a gilded iconostasis separating the nave from the sanctuary. All of the art is two-dimensional – you won’t find statues or carvings depicting people.

The arrangement follows a rich symbolic pattern. The ‘royal doors’ at the centre of the iconostasis generally depict the Annunciation, flanked by icons of the Madonna and Child, and Christ. St John the Baptist is also on the bottom row, along with the saint that the church is dedicated to (whose life story is usually told in the frescoes). The icon positioned in front of the iconostasis changes with major feast days.



ACTIVITY PROVIDERS ON THE BUDVA RIVIERA

Hakunamatata Boats Budva

Skippered tours of the Riviera, from Budva to Petrovac, and all points in between.

Montenegro SUP & Kayaking Tours

Paddles departing Budva and Bečići for nearby islands and caves, plus a night-light option.

Budva Paragliding Montenegro

Tandem flights from the mountains high above Bečići, offering vistas of the coastline.


FORT KOSMAČ & AUSTRIAN RULE

In the mountains high above Budva, positioned on the old Montenegrin border, lay the remains of Fort Kosmač, an abandoned 19th-century fortress looming over spectacular scenery. It was once the southernmost fortress in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the once-mighty state that met its end with WWI. But why were the Austrians here at all?

In 1797, Napoleon defeated the Venetian Republic and claimed it for France. Following Napoleon’s defeat, any hope of self-rule for the coastal Slavs was dashed when Europe’s so-called ‘Great Powers’ handed the Venetian territories to Austria-Hungary.

Now roofless and ruined, Kosmač is nevertheless a fascinating and haunting place to explore, though curious adventurers do so at their own risk – the fortress is unstaffed and unmaintained.
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Reževići Monastery | Anton_Ivanov/Shutterstock ©

ACTIVITY PROVIDERS ON THE BUDVA RIVIERA

Active Travels Montenegro

Canyoning adventures in Drenovstica Canyon, near Krapina in the Budva hinterland. Good for beginners.

Attraction Montenegro

Offering expeditions to the Drenovstica Canyon, suitable for ages 10 and over.

Monte Mare Travel

Guided mountain hike (including transfers) from Brajići to Fort Kosmač and Praskvica Monastery.




Stari Bar
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ATMOSPHERIC RUINS | OTTOMAN HISTORY | ANCIENT TREES

Tucked away on the lower slopes of Mt Rumija, above the scruffy modern city of Bar, Stari Bar (literally ‘Old Bar’) is a lost-in-time, partially ruined and ancient settlement that is one of the most enchanting locales on the entire seaboard. Not being by the sea, it’s been spared the ‘progress’ that has plagued so much of the coast. What development has occurred in recent years has been surprisingly tasteful, especially the construction of the Stara Čaršija hotel and spa complex, which has restored a cluster of old buildings and added others in a sympathetic style.

With its historic charm still intact, Stari Bar is enjoying something of a renaissance. The cobbled lane leading up to the gloriously dilapidated walled town now has some of the best restaurants in the region – humble places specialising in local cuisine that draws heavily from its Turkish past.
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Sights

1Walled Town

2Omerbašića Mosque

3Stara Maslina

Sleeping

4Bartula – My Olive Garden Camp

5Stara Čaršija Hotel & Spa

6The Grove Montenegro

EATING

7Kaldrma

8Konoba Bedem

9Mèrâk




GETTING AROUND

Stari Bar is tiny and can only be explored on foot. Alas, the cobbled lanes aren’t suitable for those in wheelchairs. Don’t fall for the locals trying to sting you for money to park outside their restaurants at the bottom of the main pedestrian street – there are large public lots just a little further up the hill.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Stari Bar is small and easily visited on a day trip, but there’s something extremely special about staying overnight and watching the light dance around the surrounding mountains. However, there aren’t many places to stay – modern Bar is far less appealing but has more options.



Wander Through a Ruined City

Ancient streets in enigmatic ruins

Stari Bar’s ruined walled town (admission €3) offers the kind of imagination-fuelled adventure that’s hard to find in countries that are more safety conscious. Staring up at the hulking walls, you don’t get much sense of the destruction that lies within. Of the 240 buildings that once stood here, almost all of them are in a state of artful ruin, the abandoned streets overgrown with grass and wildflowers.

It’s thought that the Illyrians founded the city in around 800 BCE. In the 10th century, the Byzantine town was known as Antivarium, due to its position on the opposite side of the Adriatic from the Italian city of Bari. It passed in and out of Slavic and Byzantine rule until the Venetians took it in 1443 (note the lions of St Mark in the entryway) and held it until it fell to the Ottomans in 1571. Its current state is mainly a result of shelling when the Montenegrins captured the town in 1878. A gunpowder explosion finished off the Franciscan Monastery in 1912, and the 1979 earthquake did the rest.

Within the town walls, you can wander around the vine-clad ruins to your heart’s content. The northern corner has an 11th-century citadel offering glorious views of the town’s isolated setting amid mountains and olive groves. At the opposite end, the Archbishop’s Palace has been restored and converted into a fascinating artefact-filled museum illuminating Stari Bar’s history. Other restored structures include churches, a clock tower and a 17th-century aqueduct that carries water from a spring 3km away.


BEST DINING IN STARI BAR

Konoba Bedem

Nab a seat on the cute balcony and tuck into delicious vegetarian mezze platters and massive servings of roast lamb. €€

Kaldrma

Atmospheric, alcohol-free eatery serving traditional fare, including five-course vegetarian-, meat- or fish-tasting menus. €€

Mèrâk

A good spot for homemade juices, mocktails, coffee (Turkish or flat whites), cake and baklava. €€



WHERE TO STAY IN STARI BAR

Bartula – My Olive Garden Camp

Simple, hospitable, tent-only camping in a family’s olive grove, 3km from the Old Town. €

The Grove Montenegro

Atmospheric hostel in a converted Ottoman-era olive mill, tucked below the walled town (summertime only). €

Stara Čaršija Hotel & Spa

Atmospheric hotel with luxurious rooms, Stari Grad views, memorable breakfasts and a gorgeous spa. €€

Explore Stari Bar’s Ottoman Legacy

Historic mosque, graveyard and fountain

Just outside the Old Town entrance is a cluster of stone buildings that provide a graceful testimony to the 300 years of Turkish rule under the Ottoman Empire. Dating from 1662, the Omerbašića Mosque sits behind a low wall enclosing a little cemetery planted with rose and rosemary bushes. It’s a peaceful spot that gazes over a grove of ancient, gnarled olive trees. The mosque itself is a simple square building with an elegant minaret. The domed structure near the entrance is a tomb that was built in 1610.

Slightly farther up the hill, another minaret adjoins a Bektashi lodge and tekija (prayer house) with a 17th-century fountain in its courtyard. The Bektashi are adherents to a mystical strand of Islam particularly popular in the Balkans.


REACHING THE ADRIATIC

Landlocked Montenegro’s dream of a seaport finally became reality in 1878 when it captured the Ottoman-controlled coast between Bar and Ulcinj. For more on Montenegro’s victory and its official recognition as a country, see A History of Montenegro in 15 Places.



Encounter One of the World’s Oldest Olive Trees

A branch of living antiquity

It’s not often you come face to face with a living thing that’s over 2000 years old, but that humbling experience is offered at Mirovica, on Stari Bar’s suburban fringes. There are over 100,000 olive trees in the Bar area, many of which have seen more than a millennium. However, they are mere saplings compared with Stara Maslina (the Old Olive Tree), estimated to be between 2000 and 2500 years old. It’s thought to be the oldest of its species in continental Europe, and one of the oldest in the world.

A ring of white stone protects its personal space from tree-huggers, and there’s a nominal charge to visit (€1), but it can be admired nearly as well from the road.
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Stara Maslina | Nikiforov Alexander/Shutterstock ©


VISITING MOSQUES

Respectful non-Muslims are generally welcome to visit mosques in Montenegro, although some have separate areas for women. Some simple protocols apply: clothing should be loose and cover the body (shorts, singlets, short skirts and tight jeans are a no-no); shoes must be removed; phones must be off. Women aren’t normally required to cover their head, but it’s seen as a sign of respect if they do. Aside from the shoes, the same goes for Orthodox churches.

Devout Muslims ritually cleanse themselves before entering, but non-Muslims aren’t expected to do so. Don’t distract anyone praying by wandering around or talking – in fact, don’t enter if communal prayers are taking place.

If you’re unsure of anything, just ask.






Beyond Stari Bar
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Beach towns, medieval ruins, plus-sized churches, oddball architecture and a royal palace can all be found around Stari Bar.



While the region’s historic charm is concentrated in Stari Bar, the major settlements along the Bar Riviera have access to long, sun-kissed beaches – some sandy and some pebbly.

The capture of Stari Bar in 1878 finally gave Montenegro its much-longed-for access to the sea. The new city of Bar was built on the coast, and it remains the country’s major port to this day. If you’re travelling by ferry from Italy, here’s where you’ll arrive. While the port’s quarried headland and surrounding industrial area are far from attractive, the rest of Bar’s waterfront is a pleasant place for a stroll.

Driving south, enjoy the views of pencil-thin minarets rising above small villages set among the olive groves.


GETTING AROUND

Bar’s local buses stop on Ulica Jovana Tomaševića in the city centre, heading to Stari Bar and north along the coast as far as Čanj. The intercity bus station is adjacent to the train station, 1km southeast of the centre. In summer, taxi boats pick up from marinas along the coast. If you’re driving, the fastest route to central Montenegro is via a toll road (€2.50 each way) through the 4km-long Sozina Tunnel (Tunel Sozina) that leaves the highway just past Sutomore.



Bar TIME FROM stari bar: 15 MINS [image: ]

Stroll a city with eclectic architecture

While the port city of Bar is unlikely to be anyone’s holiday highlight, a trio of interesting buildings – each indicative of a different period in Montenegro’s history – make it well worth a look.

King Nikola didn’t waste any time building the elegant King Nicola’s Palace (Dvorac Kralja Nikole) on the waterfront here in 1885, less than a decade after wresting Stari Bar from the Ottomans. The palace’s tranquil gardens are rich with plants boasting their own unique history: most of them are grown from seeds brought back by Montenegrin sailors following their sojourns around the world. Step inside (admission €2) for rooms displaying antiquities, folk costumes and royal furniture.

The magnificent wackiness of Yugoslav-era architecture is well represented by the rundown, graffiti-covered Robna Kuća shopping centre nearby, meant to be reminiscent of three circus tents, but looking more like an alien spacecraft – or squashed toothpaste caps.

However, in terms of visual impact, neither of these buildings can compete with the gargantuan Cathedral of St Jovan Vladimir (Hram Sv Jovana Vladimira). Completed in 2016, the metallic gold and blue domes of this Orthodox church shine like Christmas-tree baubles under the Montenegrin sun. Its interior is entirely frescoed in a style that’s traditional yet somehow softer than normal. Unusual fresco subjects include a Native American chief holding an inscription reading ‘honour all that is created’, and a scene of the Romanovs being shot by a Red Army soldier, who is in the process of being swallowed by a fish.

Haj-Nehaj Fortress TIME FROM stari bar: 25 MINS [image: ]

Hike to a lonely fortress

Indulge your inner Indiana Jones on an expedition to the ruins of Haj-Nehaj. When you get here, chances are you’ll have the entire medieval fortress to yourself. Haj-Nehaj was built by the Venetians in the 15th century – high on a bluff above Sutomore – to defend their southern border from the Ottoman Turks.

The hike only takes around 30 minutes via a short-but-sharp stony track that climbs through blissful oak and pine forest. When the fortifications finally come into view, they rise so precipitously from the stone that you’ll be left wondering how they were ever built. It would have been a formidable sight to approaching armies. Once you pass through the mighty double gate, there are extensive ruins to explore, rising charismatically from a blanket of wild sage and flowers. At the very top, looking over Bar, is the shell of the 13th-century St Demetrius’ Church (Crkva Sv Dimitrija), easily recognised by its vaulted roof. It predates the fort itself and once had separate Catholic and Orthodox altars.

Don’t rely on your GPS to get you here. Instead, turn off the highway north of Sutomore, at the sign for Zagrađe. Park near the corner of the first road on the right and look for the red-and-white hiking marker painted on the lamppost.
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Haj-Nehaj Fortress | Nikiforov Alexander/Shutterstock ©
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Bar is a transport hub, welcoming ferries from Italy, trains from Serbia and buses from all over the region.




THE 1979 MONTENEGRO EARTHQUAKE

At 7.19am on 15 April 1979, Montenegro was rocked by a magnitude 6.9 earthquake, with its epicentre at Pečurice, 10km south of Stari Bar. While the shaking reached extreme levels in Montenegro, it was felt all over Yugoslavia and neighbouring Albania. In its aftermath, 136 people were left dead (101 in Montenegro and 35 in Albania), over 1000 were injured and more than 100,000 were left homeless.

The earthquake nearly flattened the walled towns of Ulcinj and Budva, destroyed Stari Bar’s aqueduct, caused part of Herceg Novi’s fortifications to collapse into the sea, and damaged Dubrovnik’s famous walls. While Budva and the aqueduct were painstakingly rebuilt, the earthquake’s effects can still be seen in Stari Bar and Ulcinj.




BAR’S BEST PUBS & RESTAURANTS

Knjaževa Bašta

Excellent regional fare and professional service in the lush gardens of King Nikola’s Palace. €€

Pulena Pizza Pub

Busy eating and drinking spot in the zany Robna Kuća shopping centre, serving pizza and pasta. €

Green Mill

Wood-lined pub with occasional live music in a lively strip near the marina.



Čanj TIME FROM stari bar: 30 MINS [image: ]

Beach-hop at hidden bays

Although the beach towns of the Bar Riviera (Čanj, Sutomore, Dobra Voda, Utjeha and Bar itself) are somewhat down-at-heel compared to those further up the coast, they buzz with budget-conscious Montenegrin and Serbian families in summertime, imbuing them with a more local vibe. The area’s loveliest beach can only be reached by boat: pink-sanded Queen’s Beach (Kraljičina Plaža), just around the headland from Čanj. Catch a water taxi from the little jetty at the northwest end of Čanj Beach. It should only cost around €3 per person.
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Čanj | Predrag Jankovic/Shutterstock ©


ST JOVAN VLADIMIR

Jovan Vladimir was the 10th-century ruler of Duklja, one of the early Serbian states, which roughly covered the area of present-day Montenegro and is seen as its antecedent by some. For more on Vladimir, see A History of Montenegro in 15 Places.



WHERE TO STAY IN BAR

Apartments Kojić

Reasonably priced local-style apartments with friendly staff and car parking, near Šušanj Beach. €

Villa Semashko

Another cheapie in the vicinity of Šušanj, with clean apartments, a beautiful garden and hospitable staff. €

Hotel Agape

Newish hotel with comfortable rooms in a revamped building right in the centre of Bar. €€




Ulcinj
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BEACH CULTURE | BIRDWATCHING | WAR MEMORIALS

All of Montenegro’s walled coastal towns are spellbinding, but Ulcinj has its own unique magic. For a start, its Stari Grad is still largely residential and even a little dilapidated, a legacy of the 1979 earthquake. That’s all part of the charm – with its uneven cobblestones and sketchy street lighting, this Old Town really does feel old.

Ulcinj is also the only one of the coastal walled towns with an Albanian (61%) and Muslim (68%) majority. The minarets of multiple mosques punctuate the skyline, a legacy of 300 years of Ottoman rule. Before the Turkish came the Venetians, and before them Serbs, Byzantines, Romans and Illyrians, reaching right back to Ulcinj’s founding in the 5th century BCE. All left their mark, as did the pirates and slave traders who based themselves here for centuries.

Nowadays, Ulcinj is an affordable, family-orientated beach town – one that knows how to have an uncomplicatedly good time.
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Sights

1Aquarius White Beach

2Ibiza

3Ladies’ Beach Dada

4Liberty Monument

5Mala Plaža

6Sapore di Mare

Sleeping

7Holiday Park Olive Tree

8Hostel Pirate

9Hotel Albatros

10Hotel Palata Venezia




GETTING AROUND

You can walk to most places in Ulcinj within 30 minutes, but expect plenty of hills. As well as this, many of the roads are narrow, and parking can be tricky to find. The Old Town is vehicle-free, so prepare to drag your bags along cobbled lanes if you’re staying there; there’s a large unpaved parking lot near the Upper Gate. Ulcinj’s bus station is on the northeastern edge of town, 2km from the walled town and Mala Plaža.




[image: ] TOP TIP

You’re unlikely to a find a single street sign in many Montenegrin towns, but in Ulcinj, you’ll sometimes find three different ones per street: a Montenegrin name, an Albanian version of the same, and a new Albanian name. Needless to say, it can get confusing.



Revel in Ulcinj’s Buzzy Beach Culture

Clear waters and bustling surrounds

In summertime, the compact curve of Mala Plaža (literally ‘Small Beach’) is the energetic heart of Ulcinj. During the day, it’s difficult to see the sand under all the suntanned flesh. As night descends, the beachside cafes and kebab stalls crank up the music, kids race along the promenade, and everyone enjoys the mayhem.

Southeast of here is a series of rocky coves, each with a commercial licence attached. There are party beaches with names like Ibiza and Aquarius White Beach, where the Eurodisco and techno are cranked up to near deafening levels. If you prefer something a little more relaxing, head somewhere like Sapore di Mare, where you can either plant yourself on a concrete terrace or find a patch of grass under the pines.

Ladies’ Beach Dada, true to its name, has a strict women-only policy. At the very end of this stretch you’ll find Hotel Albatros, its lobby a delicious throwback to Yugoslavia’s glory days. A section of beach in front of the hotel is clothing-optional.


ULCINJ’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Bella Vista

Friendly place on the main street serving pasta, seafood, local grills and some vegetarian dishes. €€

Dulcinea

Stari Grad restaurant delivering crispy grilled fish and Mala Plaža views. €€

Antigona

The Old Town clifftop terrace offers perhaps the most romantic aspect of any restaurant in Ulcinj, and handsome waiters in bow ties only add to the impression. The seafood is excellent, too – but be sure to check the price and weight of the fish in advance if you wish to avoid any nasty surprises come bill time. €€€



Birdwatching at Ulcinj Salina Nature Park

Flashy flamingos steal the show

Even if it weren’t a Ramsar Convention-inscribed ‘Wetland of International Importance’, a visit to the abandoned saltpans on Ulcinj’s eastern fringe would still be fascinating. When the 1500-hectare commercial saltworks abruptly stopped operations in 2013, everything was just locked up and left, including a giant iceberg of salt in one of the decaying warehouses.

But it’s the birds that people head here to see. It’s visited by more than 250 avian species (half of the species registered in all of Europe), including flamingos, Dalmatian pelicans, Eurasian spoonbills and various birds of prey.

The fact that this artificially created habitat still exists is due to extensive lobbying by local environmentalists. When the seawater pumps were turned off in 2013, the saltpans started to dry up. Activists managed to get one pump returned to service and lobbied for the site’s protection. Despite being designated both a Nature Park and Ramsar wetland in 2019, its future will remain precarious until funds are found to maintain the earthworks and restart the remaining pumps.

Admission to Ulcinj Salina Nature Park (Solana Ulcinj) is currently free, although that may change. Prepare for a 30-minute walk to reach the first of the flooded saltpans, and upwards of an hour to get to the far end where the flamingos like to hang out. Better still, bring a bike; you can sometimes hire one near the entrance.



ULCINJ ON FOOT

[image: map]

Start amid the stalls of the 1 Green Market, noting the türbe (Ottoman-era tomb) at the rear. Exit left onto the boulevard towards the 2 Top-of-the-Market Mosque, the first of three 18th-century mosques on this route. The blocky 3 clock tower on the hill behind it is a similar age. Veer left at the roundabout and head down the cobbled main shopping street. 4 Namazdjah Mosque, Ulcinj’s main mosque, is on the left. Veer right when the minaret of pretty 5 Pasha’s Mosque comes into view, and look for the defunct hammam (Turkish bathhouse) beside it.

Further on, set within a grove of olive trees, is Serbian Orthodox 6 St Nicholas’ Cathedral, built in 1890, shortly after the Ottomans were booted out. Take the steep slope heading up to the walled town. Just inside the 9 fountain – it’s more like a tap these days – with an Arabic inscription, and a crescent moon and flowers carved into the stone. Follow the cobbled lane through the heart of the walled town to the large open space where there are great views over Mala Plaža. Exit through the tunnel-like 10 Lower Gate and continue down to the impressive two-storey 11 Sailors’ Mosque on the waterfront. It was completed in 2012, replacing a mosque destroyed in 1931 that was thought to have been founded by the Moors in the 14th century, predating even the Ottomans.
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Flamingos, Ulcinj Salina Nature Park | goran cakmazovic/Shutterstock ©

Sunset Stroll to the Liberty Monument

Socialist art and beach views

Looking, from a distance, like a pair of fighter planes that have crash-landed on their noses on the hill above Mala Plaža, this angular war memorial is a great example of a Yugoslav-era spomenik (monument). Built all over socialist Yugoslavia after WWII, the ubiquitous spomenik has gained something of a cult status among design junkies on social media due to the innovative, often quirky, forms they adopt.

This one was part of a larger (uncompleted) memorial park designed by artist Miodrag Živković and architect Đorđe Zloković in 1971. Closer inspection reveals its two V-shaped white segments as stylised wings, sprouting from figures facing each other at the centre.

The other reason to walk up here is the view. It’s a great spot to watch the sun go down over the walls of Ulcinj.


PIRATES OF THE MEDITERRANEAN

Listen up, me hearties, to a swashbuckling tale of murder, theft and slavery.

Even before the Venetians took over in 1405, Ulcinj had a reputation as a pirate’s lair. That didn’t change when the Ottomans wrested control in 1571. By the end of the 16th century, as many as 400 pirates made Ulcinj their main port of call – wreaking havoc on passing vessels and then returning to party on Mala Plaža. Ulcinj’s crews also had a lucrative side hustle in slavery.

Pirate captains such as the Karamindžoja brothers, Lika Ceni and Ali Hodža became celebrities across the eastern Mediterranean. The Spanish writer Cervantes was one of their victims; he’s said to have spent five years in the vaults by the main square before being ransomed.



WHERE TO STAY IN ULCINJ

Hostel Pirate

A friendly, comfortable hostel that organises barbecues, bike rentals, kayaking and boat trips. €

Holiday Park Olive Tree

Glamping tents and cottages dotted across a centuries-old olive grove on the edge of Ulcinj. €

Hotel Palata Venezia

Beautiful Stari Grad palazzo with great views, attentive staff, excellent facilities and spacious rooms. €€




Beyond Ulcinj
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Head to the southeastern extremity of Montenegro for long sandy beaches, riverside restaurants and a secluded lake.



From the Milena Canal – which connects the Ulcinj saltpans to the sea – a near constant stretch of beach extends all the way to the Albanian border, broken only by the two arms of the Bojana River (Buna, in Albanian). If you’re a toddler armed with a bucket and spade, or a 20-something with a taste for kitesurfing and late-night beach parties, Velika Plaža is close to paradise. If you’re an adult with an aversion to tan lines, the same goes for Ada Bojana.

Inland from here is a peaceful expanse of farmland – dotted with ethnic Albanian villages and mosques – becoming more undulating as you approach the Rumija Mountains.


GETTING AROUND

The easiest way to traverse these parts is by car, as public transport options are few and far between. Otherwise, it’s a flat 4km cycle from the centre of Ulcinj to the nearest end of Velika Plaža, and 15km from Ulcinj to the Bojana bridge.



Velika Plaža TIME FROM Ulcinj: 10 MINS [image: ]

Kitesurfing and shallow swimming

Starting at a 10-minute drive southeast of Ulcinj and extending for 12 km, Velika Plaža (literally ‘Big Beach’) is Montenegro’s longest sandy stretch by far. While there are a few resorts at the Ulcinj end, for most of its length it’s backed by low scrub and not much else. The only catch is that the water is shallow – toddlers will love it, but adults less so.

Where it does excel is as a kitesurfing and windsurfing destination. Come summertime, sandy-toed hipsters congregate at the beach bars attached to various kitesurfing operations down the far end of the beach, where you can book lessons and hire SUPs, windsurfing gear and small sailing catamarans.

Ada Bojana TIME FROM Ulcinj: 20 MINS [image: ]

Naturist island with an excellent beach

If you’re comfortable with nudity – your own and other people’s – you may well conclude that Ada Bojana has the best beach in Montenegro: 3km of uncrowded sand, offering satisfying swimming and plenty of opportunities for peace and quiet.

This low triangular island sits within the mouth of the Bojana River, a 20-minute drive southeast from Ulcinj. It’s said to have formed around a shipwreck between two existing islands in the river mouth, which eventually gathered enough sediment to cover around 520 hectares. A short bridge connects it to the Montenegro mainland (on the other side is Albania). In summer, an entry booth just past the bridge collects a moderate day-use fee.

During its Yugoslav heyday, Ada Bojana was one of Europe’s premier nudist resorts, but the facilities have long since declined. However, the island still attracts plenty of dedicated naturists from cooler climes, especially Germany. If you prefer to keep your gear on, stick to near the river mouth, where there’s a clothed section of beach and a handful of atmospheric bars hanging over the water.


WHY I LOVE ULCINJ
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Peter Dragicevich, Lonely Planet writer

Of all of the major towns on Montenegro’s Adriatic Coast, Ulcinj feels the least pretentious and the least overdeveloped. Its walled town still feels lived in, its way of life not yet sacrificed to cruise-ship companies or luxury resorts.

One of my favourite things to do when I’m in Ulcinj is to take a drive to the Bojana River, where locals fish using nets suspended from long willow rods attached to wooden stilt houses. Pinch yourself, and you could be in Southeast Asia. My happy place is a window seat at Miško restaurant, gazing out over the river while tucking into a big bowl of riblja čorba (fish soup).
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Ada Bojana | Adam Radosavljevic/Shutterstock ©

Lake Šas TIME FROM Ulcinj: 30 MINS [image: ]

Drive a peaceful, remote route

If you’ve got your own wheels and fancy a low-key adventure, take the 30-minute drive to Lake Šas (Šasko jezero), a pretty spot near the Albanian border. Along the way, you’ll pass picturesque limestone crags and farming villages, all the while enjoying views of the Rumija Mountains. Almost all of the population in and around here is Albanian and Muslim.

Start by heading towards the large village of Vladimir, where a marked turnoff to the right leads to the lake. Along the way, you’ll pass the scant ruins of the once-great Zetan city of Svač (Šas), which was razed by the Mongols in 1242, and again by the Ottomans in the 16th century, before being abandoned to the bees and butterflies.

The lake covers 364 hectares and is lined with a muddy border of reeds and water lilies. It’s also an important habitat for around 240 bird species. The easiest way to access the lakefront is to pull up at characterful Restaurant Shasi, a rambling stone complex built into a cliff, with a large terrace, playground, football field and a second, boat-shaped cafe on the water’s edge. Alternatively, a dirt road opposite the restaurant entrance leads to a boat launching-point.

ACTIVITY PROVIDERS ON VELIKA PLAŽA

Kiteloop

Well-regarded kitesurfing school (ages 12 and up), plus foil, wingfoil and e-foil lessons.

Dolcinium Kitesurf Club

Long-established group offering kitesurfing lessons and rentals, plus DJ-fuelled late-night parties at its beach bar.

Dragon Project

Friendly, professional instructors offering windsurfing, kitesurfing and sailing lessons, plus gear rentals.


[image: ] TOP TIP

If you’re continuing on to Lake Skadar, consider taking the scenic road through Vladimir to its southern shore.




BEST RESTAURANTS BEYOND ULCINJ

Restaurant Lovac

Family-run restaurant near Velika Plaža delivering warm hospitality and delicious food since 1928. It’s located between the main roundabout leading to Velika Plaža and the Milena Canal. €€

Miško

The best of the Bojana River restaurants is focused completely on seafood, including octopus, shrimp, shellfish, a big selection of fresh fish, and, of course, the delectable riblja čorba (fish soup). €€

Ćićkova Čarda

Atmospheric riverside restaurant/bar on Ada Bojana, seemingly constructed from flotsam and jetsam. Add your name to the hundreds scrawled all over its wooden walls. €€




NUDE BEACHES

If nude beaches are your thing, you’ll find others at the eastern end of Jaz Beach, under the ruins of Ratac Abbey (positioned on the headland separating Sutomore from Bar), and beneath Hotel Albatros in Ulcinj.







Central Montenegro
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CAPITAL CITIES AND NATIONAL PARKS


The Old Montenegro of Mt Lovćen and Lake Skadar meets modern Montenegro’s biggest cities in this compact and diverse region.
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National Museum of Montenegro, Cetinje | Megapixeles.es/Shutterstock ©

At the dawn of the 20th century, almost all of Montenegro fitted within this small area, meaning its claim as the nation’s heartland is beyond dispute. It contains Cetinje, the genteel historic capital, and Podgorica, the jumbled current one – both of which are richly endowed with palaces, museums and art galleries. For the title of Montenegro’s spiritual capital, the only place in contention is Ostrog Monastery, its distinctive cliff-clinging outline instantly familiar from every Montenegrin tourist campaign ever.

A large chunk of the landscape is protected by two national parks: mountainous Lovćen (the famed ‘Monte Negro’) and low-lying Lake Skadar, together forming a wildlife corridor that harbours bears, wolves and a multitude of bird species.

[image: jpg]

Rijeka Crnojevića | Mirelle/Shutterstock ©

Ivan Crnojević, Lord of Zeta, founded Cetinje after his capital on Lake Skadar fell to the Ottomans in 1478, forcing him and the remnants of the Serb nobility to flee into the mountains. It was here that the Montenegrin national fable began to take shape – that of the ‘best of the Serbs’ stubbornly clinging to their independence while all around them fell. The reality may have been somewhat different (Cetinje was sacked several times), but everyone loves a good origin story.

Splash about on the coast and hike the northern mountains all you want, but can you really say that you’ve been to Montenegro if you haven’t set foot in this region?


THE MAIN AREAS

CETINJE

Historic mountain capital.

LAKE SKADAR NATIONAL PARK

Biggest lake in the Balkans.

PODGORICA

Present-day capital on the plains.



Find Your Way


Barely 100km from tip to toe, this is another compact region. The Lovćen and Rumija massifs form a mountainous wall to the west, but the rest is fairly flat – for Montenegro at least.
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Plan Your Time


You won’t need more than a day to explore each city in this region, but set aside more time for what lies between, especially the national parks.
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Virpazar | Karl Allen Lugmayer/Shutterstock ©


One Jam-Packed Day

• Start at Virpazar for a morning cruise on Lake Skadar. Drive to Rijeka Crnojevića for lunch at Stari Most, then take the scenic route to Cetinje. Take a stroll around the old capital, then loop through Lovćen National Park to the Njegoš Mausoleum and back through Njeguši. Enjoy the vista with dinner at Nacionalni Restoran Belveder.




Four Full Days

• Stay near Virpazar for a night and spend your time by Lake Skadar, visiting the monasteries and villages. The next day, stop at Rijeka Crnojevića and Lipa Cave en route to Cetinje. On day three, visit Lovćen National Park, then head to Podgorica. Spend the next morning exploring the city, then drive to Ostrog Monastery.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

The best time to visit Lake Skadar National Park, with wildflowers in bloom. The Niagara Falls are at their best.

SUMMER

Hot weather, but without the crowds seen on the coast. Cetinje, Podgorica, Danilovgrad and Nikšić host festivals.

AUTUMN

Temperatures remain pleasant until October but drop in November. Nikšić hosts a cultural festival in September.

WINTER

Snow covers the mountains. In December, Podgorica stages an arts festival, and Virpazar celebrates local wine.




Cetinje
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HERITAGE BUILDINGS | GREAT MUSEUMS | CHRISTIAN TREASURES

The capital of Montenegro until it was subsumed into the first state of Yugoslavia in 1918, Cetinje (pronounced ‘tse-tee-njeh’) is the very heart of the historic Montenegrin heartland. It sits in an idyllic green basin within the Lovćen massif, the mountain’s craggy karstic peaks visible on every horizon.

With a population of just over 14,000, Cetinje is more like a large town than a city, but it punches well above its weight when it comes to museums and galleries. Podgorica may be the nation’s administrative capital, but this is its cultural capital.

Zetan ruler-on-the-run Ivan Crnojević founded Cetinje in the late 15th century. However, much of Cetinje’s present-day look dates from the reign of King Nikola, when European ambassadors rubbed shoulders with Montenegrin princesses in the city’s palaces, embassies and streets. What remains is a refined, low-rise, pedestrian-friendly city filled with parks and elegant 20th-century buildings. Cetinje has a charm all of its own.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Cetinje Monastery

2National Museum of Montenegro

SIGHTS

3Ethnographic Museum

4History Museum and Art Museum

5Miodrag Dado ðurić Gallery

6Museum of King Nikola

7Njegoš Museum

see 7Relief Map of Montenegro

SLEEPING

8Casa Calda

9Gradska Cetinje

10La Vecchia Casa

EATING

11Kole

12TavèRna




GETTING AROUND

Cetinje is easily traversed on foot, and the main street is blissfully car-free. It only takes five minutes to walk from the bus station to the centre of town. If you’re driving, there’s a large car park beside the tourist information point just below the palaces; coach tours disembark from here.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The National Museum offers a combined ticket (€20), which includes admission to its branches in Cetinje, as well as the Njegoš Mausoleum in Lovćen National Park and the Njegoš Birth House in Njeguši. By the time you’ve visited the mausoleum, the Museum of King Nikola and one of the other sights, you’ve already justified the hefty price.



Royal Palaces & Edgy Art

Tackle the multi-pronged National Museum

If you prefer to soak up history and culture by osmosis while poking around royal palaces and other heritage buildings, the National Museum of Montenegro (Narodni muzej Crne Gore) is for you. There’s an overwhelming amount to see, but these are the nation’s best museums, and Cetinje’s main drawcard. Split them over two days, or tackle them in this order until you’ve had enough.

Topping the list is the Museum of King Nikola (admission €8). This maroon-coloured palace on the main square was built in 1871 and, while grand, it still manages to feel like the kind of place that a family could live in. Although looted during WWII, enough plush furnishings, stern portraits and hunting trophies remain to capture the spirit of the court.

King Nikola didn’t have far to move from his previous palace, neighbouring Biljarda, which now houses the Njegoš Museum (€5). It was designed and financed by the Russians in 1838 for Montenegro’s favourite son, Petar II Petrović Njegoš, vladika (prince-bishop) of Montenegro. Upstairs are the personal effects of Njegoš, including his bishop’s cross; garments, documents and fabulous furniture; as well as what was the nation’s first billiard table (hence the building’s nickname, which stuck).

Included in the Biljarda admission (or €3 separately) is the large-scale Relief Map of Montenegro, housed in a glass pavilion across the courtyard. It was built by the Austrians in 1917 for military use during WWI and aptly demonstrates just how rumpled the country actually is. It also offers insight into what the coast looked like before tourism – check out those empty fields around Budva!

The other big-hitter is the History Museum and Art Museum (€5 combined). The history wing follows a straightforward timeline from the Stone Age onwards. Relics include the tunic that Prince Danilo (King Nikola’s uncle) was wearing when he was assassinated in Kotor in 1860. The museum is impressively even-handed in its coverage of the break-up of Yugoslavia, honestly examining Montenegrin involvement in the bombardment of Dubrovnik and war crimes in Bosnia. The attached Montenegrin Art Gallery provides an excellent introduction to Montenegrin art, with each of the most celebrated names of the highly creative Yugoslav period (Milo Milunović, Petar Lubarda, Miodrag ðurić, etc.) assigned their own separate space. There is also a small collection of icons, the most important being Our Lady of Philermos, which occupies its own blue-lit ‘chapel’. The Madonna’s darkened face is only just visible behind its spectacular gold casing mounted with diamonds, rubies and sapphires (a gift from a Russian tsar). The icon was traditionally believed to have been painted by St Luke the Evangelist, although it probably dates from around the 11th century.

To check out what’s going on in Montenegro’s art scene today, call in to the Miodrag Dado ðurić Gallery (admission free), housed in a striking five-storey concrete-and-glass building on the main street. It’s dedicated to the trailblazing Cetinje-born artist, Miodrag Đurić (known as Dado), who died in 2010.

Unless you’ve got the combined ticket, you might be tempted to skip the Ethnographic Museum (€4) housed in the former Serbian Embassy. But if time allows, it’s worth taking a look at the well-presented collection of traditional folk costumes and tools.


KNIGHTS’ ICONS

In 1798, Malta fell to Napoleon, and its rulers, the Knights Hospitaller, were expelled. The few treasures they were able to take with them included their patronal icon, Our Lady of Philermos. These treasures were then held by the Russian tsars until the 1917 revolution, when they were sent to King Alexander of Yugoslavia. At the advent of WWII, they were hidden and presumed lost. It was only revealed that Our Lady of Philermos was in Cetinje in 1993.





A STROLL THROUGH CETINJE
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Start outside the 1 Blue Palace (Plavi dvorac), built in 1895 and now the residence of the President of Montenegro. The red building next door was the 2 British Embassy; it’s now a music academy. Continue along Njegoševa, the car-free main thoroughfare, which is lined with multicoloured 20th-century buildings: the former 3 German Embassy is apricot hued, the 4 Tourist Office mint green. Turn left onto Dvorski trg (Palace Sq), where the erstwhile 5 Bulgarian Embassy and 6 Serbian Embassy face off. Next up is the royal palace, now the 7 Museum of King Nikola, with the 8 Ivan Crnojević statue in the park opposite. Head towards fortress-like 9 Biljarda and turn left towards the 10 Court Church, built in 1886 on the ruins of the original Cetinje Monastery. Inside are the tombs of Ivan Crnojević, King Nikola, and Queen Milena. Follow the Biljarda walls to 11 Cetinje Monastery, then turn right towards the 12 History Museum and Art Museum, once the Government House. Return to Njegoševa, where grand residences now house government departments.

Turn right at the Art Nouveau 13 French Embassy. On the square straight ahead is the 14 Fairy of Lovćen, a monument to 350 American Montenegrins who died when their boat was sunk off Albania on their return to Montenegro to fight in WWI. Behind it is the 15 Vlach Church. The Vlach are believed to be the remnants of the Romans who retreated into less accessible areas when the Slavs arrived. Take a look at the fence: it’s made from 1544 barrels of guns taken from the Ottomans during 19th-century wars. Two 14th-century stećci (carved tombstones) stand in the churchyard.




CETINJE’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Verige

Food is prepared the traditional way, over wood and charcoal, in this hospitable pečenjara (roastery). €

Kole

They serve omelettes and pasta, but it’s worth delving into artery-clogging local specialities such as Njeguški ražanj (smoky spit-roasted meat stuffed with prosciutto and cheese) or popeci na cetinjski način (‘Cetinje-style’ veal schnitzel). €€

TavèRna

We’re big fans of TavèRna’s pizza, especially when it’s topped with the tastes of the Montenegrin heartland: Njeguši cheese and pršut (smoke-dried ham). It’s indicative of the pan-Adriatic menu, where Italian pasta and pizza sit alongside spit-roasted meats, stuffed cabbage rolls and grilled fish. €€



Icons & Revered Relics

Pay a visit to Cetinje Monastery

It may not be the most friendly of Montenegro’s monasteries, but Cetinje Monastery (Cetinjski manastir) is historically significant and one of the city’s defining sights. Just make sure that your legs, shoulders and cleavage are covered, or you’ll either be brusquely turned away or given an unflattering smock to wear.

Founded in 1484 by Ivan Crnojević, and dedicated to the Nativity of the Mother of God, this Serbian Orthodox monastery was repeatedly destroyed during Ottoman attacks and rebuilt each time. The current sturdy incarnation dates from 1786, with its only exterior ornamentation being the capitals of columns recycled from the original building. The church to the right of the courtyard holds the monastery’s proudest possessions: a shard of Christ’s Cross and the mummified right hand of St John the Baptist. The hand is only occasionally displayed for veneration, so if you miss out, you can console yourself with the knowledge that it’s not a very pleasant sight.

The monastery treasury is only open to organised tour groups, but if you are persuasive enough and prepared to wait around, you may be able to tag along. It holds a wealth of interesting objects that form a blur as you’re shunted around the rooms by an impatient monk. These include jewel-encrusted vestments, icons, handwritten texts and a copy of the 1494 Oktoih (Book of the Eight Voices), the first book printed in Serbian. The highlight is the 14th-century crown of King Stefan Uroš III Dečanski of Serbia, which is covered in pearls, precious stones and priceless Byzantine-style enamels.


YUGOSLAV-ERA PAINTERS

The years following WWII saw a blossoming of the arts, where a distinct Yugoslav style began to evolve, particularly in the fields of architecture and visual art. For more on Petar Lubarda and Miodrag ðurić, see Artistic Icons.



WHERE TO STAY IN CETINJE

Casa Calda

A cluster of attractive and thoughtfully equipped apartments set behind a large lawn. €

La Vecchia Casa

This period house with a gorgeous rear garden captures the essence of old Cetinje. €

Gradska Cetinje

New hotel (partly in a converted mansion) next to the palace in Cetinje’s centre. €€


WHY I LOVE CETINJE
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Peter Dragicevich, Lonely Planet writer

There’s something cosy, comfortable and hugely appealing about Cetinje. It would be hard to imagine that this oversized village was ever a royal capital if it weren’t for all the palaces and former embassies. Everywhere you look, there are well-kept heritage buildings and leafy parks. Come springtime, the meadow in front of Cetinje Monastery is blanketed in buttercups.

Car-free Njegoševa has to be the nicest main street in all of Montenegro. On summer evenings, the cafes spill onto the streets, friendly dogs laze about, and just about the whole town promenades up and down. Cetinje is the crucible of Montenegrin history and culture. If you want to begin to get a handle on Montenegrin identity, here’s where to start.
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Cetinje Monastery | VD Image Lab/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO DRINK IN CETINJE

Scottish Pub Academia

Cosy and companionable, this popular main-street pub offers beer, whisky, hearty food and live music.

Iris

About as close as Cetinje gets to a club, with cheap cocktails and DJ sets.

Frida

Frida Kahlo is the inspiration at this cosy cafe/bar that’s a proper locals’ hangout.




Beyond Cetinje
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A mountainous national park, historic villages and a large cave complex are the highlights of the rugged countryside surrounding Cetinje.



For those who identify as Montenegrin, Mt Lovćen’s significance transcends culture and history and takes on a quasi spiritual significance. It’s here that the national myth is centred – that of an indomitable warrior people holding strong while all around them fell to the Ottomans. The mountain’s slopes of black beech trees give it a moody complexion, bequeathing the nation its very name: Crna Gora, literally ‘Black Mountain’ (‘Montenegro’ in Italian).

A large chunk of the massif is now protected by Lovćen National Park, and the surrounding villages are wonderfully intriguing. If you want to get under Old Montenegro’s skin, all the while feasting on traditional delicacies and surrounding yourself with extraordinary scenery, this is the place to visit.

Lipa Cave TIME FROM Cetinje: 10 MINS [image: ]

Delve into underground caverns

Step into a wonderland of stalactites, stalagmites and freaky natural pillars in the large karstic cave complex of Lipa Cave (Lipska pećina), 10 minutes southeast of Cetinje. Stretching for 2.5km, this is the only cave system in the country that is open for organised tours. The standard tour (€14) takes an hour, including the tourist-train ride from the car park to the entrance. The tour will take you through large illuminated halls and along concreted paths, so it’s suitable for all ages. Be sure to bring warm clothes, as temperatures hover around 10°C year-round.


GETTING AROUND

Having a car is the easiest way to explore here, as there are no public buses to Lipa Cave, Njeguši or Lovćen National Park. From Cetinje, a 53km, day-long, circular mountain-biking route follows roads through the park. You’ll ascend 890m in your first 20km to the Njegoš Mausoleum. It’s then mainly downhill, heading through Njeguši and back to Cetinje.



Lovćen National Park TIME FROM Cetinje: 10 MINS [image: ]

Mighty mountains and a magnificent mausoleum

A 10-minute drive southwest of Cetinje will bring you to the entrance of Lovćen National Park (admission €3), a 62-sq-km expanse taking in the peak of Mt Lovćen (1749m) and large tracts of forest criss-crossed with endless hiking paths and mountain-biking trails. It’s home to brown bears, wolves, various reptiles, 85 species of butterfly and 200 avian species, including eagles and peregrine falcons.

The park’s main hub is Ivanova Korita, near its centre, where there are a few restaurants and guesthouses, the beginning of the Wolf Trail and, in winter, a beginners’ ski slope.

Lovćen’s undisputed highlight is an exhilarating combination of architecture, sculpture, cultural significance and extraordinary views: opened in 1974, the Njegoš Mausoleum (Njegošev mauzolej; €8) sits atop the massif’s second-highest peak, Jezerski Vrh (1657m). The structure is simple but extremely effective. A long stairway (461 steps in total) leads through a cool tunnel and pops out just before the entrance, where two granite giantesses guard the final resting place of Montenegro’s greatest hero. Inside, under a golden mosaic canopy, a 28-tonne Petar II Petrović Njegoš rests in the wings of an eagle, carved from a single block of black granite by renowned Croatian sculptor, Ivan Meštrović. The actual tomb lies below, a simple, hushed crypt, entered from the rear.

Behind the mausoleum, a path leads to a circular platform providing dramatic views over the Bay of Kotor, Cetinje, Lake Skadar and all of Montenegro’s mountain ranges.


BEST RESTAURANTS BEYOND CETINJE

Konoba kod Radonjića

With stone walls and meat hanging from the ceiling, this atmospheric tavern in Njeguši delivers delicious roast lamb as well pršut (smoke-dried ham) and sir (cheese), the local specialties. €€

Nacionalni Restoran Belveder

Occupying a scenic eyrie near Lipa Cave, this wonderful roadside restaurant serves traditional fare including freshwater fish, grilled squid, and lamb and veal slow-roasted ispod sača (under a domed metal lid topped with charcoal), accompanied by smoky paprika-laced potatoes. The views from the terrace gaze towards Lake Skadar. €€

Restoran Konak

On the highway to Budva, serving mainly Montenegrin dishes, including homemade sausages. €€
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Njeguši | Nicola Pulham/Shutterstock ©

Njeguši TIME FROM Cetinje: 20 MINS [image: ]

A taste of Old Montenegro

Head northwest from Cetinje, and after 20 minutes, you’ll reach the village of Njeguši. It’s famous for two things: being the birthplace of national hero, Petar II Petrović Njegoš, and for producing the best pršut (smoke-dried ham) in all of the former Yugoslavia. Also highly rated is its sir (cheese) and med (honey), all of which can be purchased from roadside stalls. It’s a quiet spot, but tour buses periodically pull in to the handful of roadside konobe (taverns) en route to Cetinje.

The humble house where Njegoš was born has been turned into a small museum (admission €3). There’s not much inside, but it does offer an interesting insight into how 19th-century Montenegrins lived.

WHERE TO HIKE IN LOVĆEN NATIONAL PARK

Wolf Trail

Easy 7km loop from Ivanova Korita, with optional ascents of Babina Glava and Treštenički Vrh.

Ivanova Korita to Mausoleum

Moderate 9km loop, with steep slog to mausoleum, looping through Mali Bostur and Velji Bostur.

Kuk Loop

Easy 13km loop between Ivanova Korita, Kuk and Dolovi, partly on old military roads.


[image: ] TOP TIP

The Njegoš Mausoleum and Njegoš Birth House are included in the combined ticket offered by the National Museum.



High-altitude adrenaline at Zipline Njeguši

If you really want to test your mettle, this is the zipline for you: Zipline Njeguši sits at the very top of the serpentine road to Kotor, a 25-minute drive from Cetinje, at a height of 980m above sea level. It’s seriously scary, but the views are incredible. Visit ziplinemontenegro.com to book your slot.


THE CRUCIBLE OF A NATION

Cetinje is the place where Montenegro as we now know it took shape. For more on the role that Cetinje Monastery, Biljarda and King Nikola’s Palace played in the national story, see A History of Montenegro in 15 Places.




WHO WAS NJEGOš?

One name that keeps coming up in these parts is Petar II Petrović Njegoš. At 2m tall, he was a towering figure in every sense of the word. But why is he so highly regarded?

Njegoš was born in the village of Njeguši in 1813. While still a teenager, he was appointed vladika (prince-bishop), the last to hold that title. His rule saw Montenegro increase diplomatic ties with Russia and evolve into a modern state with a functioning secular government, which required the unification of Montenegro’s fractious tribes. On top of that, he was also a poet and philosopher, considered one of the greats of Montenegrin and Serbian literature.

He died of tuberculosis in Cetinje in 1851, aged 37.






Lake Skadar National Park
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KAYAKING & BOATING | MONASTERIES | VILLAGE LIFE

It’s said that the tears of a fairy created Lake Skadar. Once you cast your eyes over its vast, tranquil waters, encircling mountains and floating meadows of water lilies, you too might suspect that there’s something magical afoot.

Skadar is the largest lake in the Balkans, covering between 370 and 540 sq km, depending on the time of year. The Rumija Mountains rise precipitously from its southwestern shoreline, with Lovćen to the northwest and the peaks of Prokletije filling in the northeastern horizon.

The lake is shared between Montenegro and Albania, with Montenegro claiming the biggest chunk. On the Montenegrin side, an area of 400 sq km was declared a national park in 1983, protecting one of the richest habitats for birdlife in Europe. Aside from all that nature, there are also fortresses, island monasteries, historic villages and wineries to explore.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Lake Skadar

SIGHTS

2Beška Monastery

3Dodoši

4Godinje

5Grmožur

6Kom Monastery

7Moračnik

8Rijeka Crnojevića

9Starčevo Monastery

10Virpazar

11Vranjina Island

12Žabljak Crnojevića

EATING

13Stari Most




GETTING AROUND

Trains and buses heading between Bar and Podgorica stop at Virpazar and Vranjina. The minor roads are narrow and not suitable for long-wheelbase vehicles such as campervans. Memorable driving routes include the road through the chestnut forests of the southeastern shore, and the drive from Rijeka Crnojevića to Cetinje via the Pavlova Strana viewpoint.



Skadar’s Birds, Islands & Monasteries

Exploring the magnificent Lake Skadar

There’s no better way to experience Lake Skadar (Skadarsko jezero) than aboard a boat or kayak. The options are many and varied, depending on which kind of craft you prefer, what your interests are (birdwatching, monasteries, ruined fortresses), where you launch from, and the season. Whichever trip you choose, the scenery is guaranteed to be gorgeous.

It’s easy to arrange a tour or hire a kayak from stalls in Virpazar, Vranjina and Rijeka Crnojevića. All of these are in the upper reaches of the lake, where you’ll see the most water lilies.

The lake’s many small islands make a great target for a paddle or a cruise. The closest island to Virpazar is the prison island of Grmožur – ‘the Montenegrin Alcatraz’ – topped by a ruined 19th-century Ottoman fortress. Hidden on its own tiny island on the marshy northern edge of the lake, near Žabljak Crnojevića, is the 15th-century Kom Monastery (Manastir Kom). Its Church of the Dormition (Crkva Uspenja Bogorodice; 1415) has the best-preserved frescoes of any of the lake’s churches.

Vessels can also be arranged from the beach at Murići, on the southwestern shore, for trips to a cluster of picturesque island monasteries once famous for producing religious scripts. The closest is Beška, home to an exceedingly welcoming community of nuns who revived Beška Monastery (Manastir Beška) in the early 2000s, after 300 years of abandonment. The orchard here has been lovingly rejuvenated, and the painstaking restoration of two churches continues: 14th-century St George’s and the 15th-century Church of the Annunciation.

Further south, the monastery on Moračnik dates from at least the early 15th century. Its small, domed, stone church is watched over by a tower-like accommodation block occupied by a friendly monk. A third monastery, on Starčevo, north of Beška, is best admired from the water: Manastir Starčevo (‘Old Man’s Monastery’) was named after the hermit who founded it in 1377. Long abandoned, Starčevo once again has an old man – a monk who would prefer not to be disturbed (entertaining tourists not being part of the hermit job description).


[image: ] TOP TIP

It costs €5 per day to visit the national park, payable at either the park centre in Vranjina or at the kiosk by the marina in Virpazar. If you’re travelling around Montenegro, it’s far cheaper to buy the annual park pass (€14) at the first park you visit.




BEST FOOD NEAR LAKE SKADAR

Stari Most

Freshwater fish experts, on Rijeka Crnojevića’s promenade. One of Montenegro’s best restaurants. €€

Poslednja Luka

Friendly spot above the Crnojević River offering a short menu of lake fish. €

Konoba Demidžana

Upmarket restaurant in Virpazar showcasing traditional dishes. €€

Restoran Jezero

By the park office in Vranjina, serving tasty local fish dishes. €€




BIRDWATCHING ON LAKE SKADAR

Lake Skadar is one of the most important reserves for wetland birds in Europe. The threatened Dalmatian pelican nests here, along with around 280 other species, including a quarter of the global population of pygmy cormorants. You might spot whiskered terns nesting on the water lilies, and keep an eye out for great cormorants, glossy ibises, squacco herons, great crested grebes, common cranes, white storks, little egrets and ferruginous ducks.

You’ll see many species on a regular boat cruise, but if birdwatching is your thing, the better boat operators offer specialist trips to known roosting sites. Undiscovered Montenegro offers a seven-day birdwatching holiday, accompanied by a local scientist, visiting this and other avian hotspots around the country.
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Lake Skadar | Christopher Moswitzer/Shutterstock ©

Soak up Virpazar’s Vibes

Explore a busy gateway town

Less a town and more an oversized market square (pazar being Turkish for ‘market’), Virpazar is a pretty, but somewhat chaotic, little place. It’s the main gateway to Lake Skadar National Park, and during the day, it’s a jumble of unofficial guides flogging cruises, coaches disgorging day trippers, and two-way traffic contending with a one-way bridge. Things calm down in the evening, though, when a boisterous frog chorus bursts forth from the river that wraps around the town.

Built by the Turks in 1478 on the hill above the town, Besac Fortress (Tvrđava Besac) has recently been restored and controversially leased to a concession holder. It now operates as a swanky wine bar and cafe. It’s worth heading up here for the lake views alone.

Near the bridge in the centre of town is the striking bronze July 13 Uprising Memorial, commemorating the date in 1941 when locals attacked the occupying Italian garrison and liberated the town. The uprising was among the first against the Axis powers in Montenegro.

TOURS IN LAKE SKADAR NATIONAL PARK

Golden Frog

Highly regarded boat trips from Virpazar on an attractive wooden boat, plus kayak rentals.

Boat Milica

Offering boat tours and kayak hire from Virpazar, with informative English-speaking captains.

Undiscovered Montenegro

Specialising in multiday itineraries, which can include hikes, kayaking, birdwatching, wine/gastronomy and yoga.

Visit Vranjina Island

Taxidermy, wine and monks

Connected to the mainland by the busy highway and railway track, it isn’t immediately obvious that hilly Vranjina is actually an island. The main reason to visit is to call into the excellent National Park Visitor Centre. It’s like a mini museum filled with stuffed critters, folk costumes and displays on each of Montenegro’s national parks, and the complex also includes a lakeside restaurant and a shopfront (built into a cave) for Montenegro’s largest wine company, Plantaže.

Nearby is the fortress island of Lesendro, now joined to the causeway. It was captured by the Ottomans in 1843, just 12 years after Njegoš had it built. You can glimpse it from the highway, but the best views are from the water.

On the far side of the island – inaccessible by road – is the remote St Nicholas’ Monastery (Manastir Sv Nikole). It was founded in the 1220s by St Sava – making it one of Montenegro’s oldest Serbian Orthodox monasteries – although it has been destroyed and rebuilt seven times since then. It’s most easily reached by a cruise or paddle along the willow-lined Morača River.


KAYAKING ON LAKE SKADAR
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Emma Heywood, co-owner of Undiscovered Montenegro and Villa Miela, shares some easily accessible places to paddle. @undiscoveredmontegro @villamiela

Virpazar

The channel from Virpazar is a great place to see water birds and, from May, carpets of water lilies. Turn right for the ruined Grmožur prison island.

Vranjina

Starting at Restoran Jezero, experience the majestic beauty of the wide-open water as you kayak towards the brilliant blue of the Morača River and along its willow-lined banks. Alternatively, pass under the bridge to check out the rocky karst islands where many birds nest.

Rijeka Crnojevića

Pass under the historic Danilo’s Bridge to head along the water-lily-lined serpentines of the Crnojević River.



Relax in Rijeka Crnojevića

Eat at a pretty riverside village

The northwestern end of Lake Skadar thins into the serpentine loops of the Crnojević River and terminates near the pretty village of the same name. When Montenegro was ruled from Cetinje, this is where the priestly royals came to escape the black mountain’s winter, with the relatively modest house of Vladika Petar I Petrović (aka St Peter of Cetinje) still standing. Rijeka Crnojevića is a charming, tucked-away kind of place, known for its freshwater fish restaurants. The best of them is Stari Most, named for the arched bridge, built in 1853 by Prince Danilo, which provides a picture-perfect backdrop. It pays to book ahead, as people travel from as far as Podgorica to feast on the excellent fish soup.

WHERE TO STAY IN VIRPAZAR

Four Countesses

Unassuming family-run place near the train station, with clean and well-provisioned (if small) apartments. €

Draga’s Rooms

Above a family home, these rooms are simply furnished, but clean and reasonably priced. €

Villa Miela

Beautifully restored and stylishly furnished traditional house near Virpazar, with pool and tranquil views. €€

Explore the Ruins of Žabljak Crnojevića

A hidden-away historic site

You may feel a bit like Lara Croft poking about this overgrown castle on a lonely hillside surrounded by lush green plains, dodging snakes and spiders as you go. For a brief time in the 15th century, between the fall of Skadar (now Shkodra in Albania) and the founding of Cetinje, Žabljak Crnojevića was the capital of Zetan ruler Ivan Crnojević. The 14m-high, 2m-thick walls look intimidating enough, yet even these couldn’t withstand the hammering that Ottoman invaders gave them in 1478.


THE CRMNICA WINE REGION

The fertile area on the western shore of Lake Skadar is Montenegro’s most important wine region. Vranac is the most significant variety grown here, an endemic grape that makes a full-bodied red wine.

Crmnica’s wineries are generally small, family-run operations that require advance notice of a visit (Virpazar’s tourist office has a brochure listing contacts). They may not speak English or even have any signage, but a typical tasting session involves a personalised tour, followed by generous pours of wine accompanied by food; expect to pay around €10 and leave somewhat inebriated.

The best wineries are in tucked-away villages, but the easiest to access is Vinarija Mašanović in the new part of Virpazar, near the train station.



Sip & Swim in Long-lost Villages

Seek out remote settlements

The venerable villages dotted around Lake Skadar make interesting end points for a drive, hike or cycle. The most intriguing is Godinje, a cluster of stone houses on a hillside 4km southeast of Virpazar. One of the artfully dishevelled stone buildings still bears the wolf insignia of the Balšići, the 14th-century lords of Zeta. Godinje is known for winemaking, so if anyone offers you a tasting, jump at it.

Continuing southeast along the lake road, you’ll quickly cross what was, for 500 years, the Ottoman border. From here on, steeples give way to minarets in hamlets such as Murići, which has one of the lake’s best beaches tucked beneath it.

North of the lake, secluded Dodoši has a scattering of 16th-century stone houses. However, the main reason to visit is for a dip in the river alongside the floating restaurant, where you’ll see local lads flaunt their diving skills off the little bridge.


THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

Emerging from Anatolia in the 13th century, the Ottoman Empire would eventually stretch over three continents. It survived until 1922, when the modern Republic of Turkey took its place. For more on Ottoman Montenegro, see A History of Montenegro in 15 Places.



WHERE TO HIKE IN LAKE SKADAR NATIONAL PARK

Mijela Trail

An hour-long loop passing through hazel forest and scrub, with lake views; 1km southwest of Virpazar.

Obod Walking Track

A two-hour loop from Rijeka Crnojevića, passing a swimming hole, the ruins of Obod and Obod Cave (Obodska Pećina).

Vranjina Trail

A steep, shadeless, snake-infested track leads to exceptional views from Vranjina’s highest point (296m).




Podgorica
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OLD TOWN CENTRE | ORTHODOX CATHEDRAL | MUSEUMS & GALLERIES

Set on a large plain ringed by mountains at the confluence of two rivers, Montenegro’s unassuming capital is home to just over 150,000 people. Penetrate the ring of brutalist apartment blocks that encircle the city, and you’ll find a pleasant core filled with parks, public art, pedestrian-friendly shopping streets and a lively hospitality precinct.

The rivers fracture the central city into distinct sectors with divergent personalities. On the south side of the Ribnica River is Stara Varoš, the old Ottoman town. The orderly low-rise grid of Nova Varoš sprang up on the north bank in the late 19th century and quickly became Podgorica’s civic heart, while the Socialist-style blocks of Novi Grad sprouted west of the broad green waters of the Morača River following WWII, when Podgorica became Titograd (literally ‘Tito City’).

Spend a day crossing Podgorica’s many bridges, and you’ll quickly get a feel for this less-visited European capital.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Cathedral of Christ’s Resurrection

SIGHTS

2Art Pavilion

3Galerija Centar

4Museums & Galleries of Podgorica

5Petrović Palace

6Stara Varoš

Sleeping

7CUE Podgorica

8Hotel Aurel

9Hotel Hemera




GETTING AROUND

Podgorica’s bus and train stations are adjacent to each other, just a 15-minute walk southeast of the city centre. It’s also easy to explore Podgorica on foot, but if you get tired, local buses and taxis are cheap.



Stroll around Stara Varoš

Podgorica’s oldest neighbourhood

Wedged between the Morača and Ribnica rivers, Stara Varoš (meaning ‘Old Town Centre’) was the heart of Ottoman Podgorica for 400 years. Despite it being badly bombed during WWII, its cobbled lanes still retain echoes of that time.

The most prominent landmark is the blocky 19m-high Clock Tower (Sahat Kula, built 1667), once used by nearby mosques for setting their prayer times. The building directly behind the tower houses the free Natural History Museum of Montenegro (Prirodnjački muzej Crne Gore), containing informative displays about Montenegrin flora, fauna and fossils, including all the stuffed birds, bears and baying wolves you can handle.

Two mosques remain here: the 15th-century Starodoganjska and the 18th-century Osmanagić. The latter is the more impressive one, partly due to it having been restored with help from the Turkish government after being left in ruins following WWII, and further damaged by fire in 2010. Outside, there’s an ornate türbe (tomb), while inside, a painted floral border arcs around the windows.

At the confluence of the rivers stands the ruined Ribnica Fortress (Tvrđava na Ribnici), built by the Ottomans after their conquest in 1474. Directly underneath here is Podgorica’s main beach. Astonishingly, the dainty arched bridge crossing the Ribnica dates from Roman times, although it got a makeover in the 18th century.


[image: ] TOP TIP

Podgorica’s cafe culture and nightlife is centred in Nova Varoš, particularly Bokeška and Njegoševa streets – keep an eye out for posters here listing gigs. For shopping, the car-free section of nearby Hercegovačka is Podgorica’s prettiest strip, and there are large malls on the city fringes (Delta City and Mall of Montenegro).




PODGORICA’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Masala Art

Podgorica’s best restaurant is an Indian eatery hidden between Nova Grad’s apartment blocks. Vegetarians are spoilt for choice, and the pani puri (a starter of crispy liquid-filled spheres) and saag gosht (Punjabi beef and spinach curry) are excellent. €€

Lupo di Mare

Nautical knick-knacks hang from the stone walls of this romantic, Italian-influenced seafood restaurant in Nova Varoš. The wine list is heavily slanted towards regional producers. €€

Steak House

Grab a seat on the covered terrace and tuck into beef tartare, steak or grilled fish. €€



Get Your History & Culture Fix

Visit Podgorica’s museums and galleries

If you want to get better acquainted with the city’s story, check out its free public institutions. Sitting on the western edge of Nova Varoš, the city branch of Museums & Galleries of Podgorica (Muzeji i Galerije Podgorice) displays art, folk costumes and historical artefacts, including antiquities exhumed from Doclea, Podgorica’s Roman antecedent. Look out for Petar Lubarda’s large canvas, Titograd (1956), in the foyer.

Just across the road is the Art Pavilion (Umjetnički paviljon), a showcase for the Montenegrin Association of Fine Arts. A couple of blocks to the west is Galerija Centar, a branch of Podgorica’s Contemporary Art Centre. The centre also has galleries scattered around Park Petrovića, the leafy grounds of the old royal palace, including one in the pretty, pastel-hued Petrović Palace itself.

Exhibitions change regularly at all of these galleries, so you might luck upon work by an up-and-comer, a major retrospective of a significant Montenegrin artist or entrants from a recent competition. The palace’s permanent collection includes an eclectic array of pieces from its days as Yugoslavia’s gallery devoted to art from countries belonging to the Non-Aligned Movement – with everything from Indonesian batik to a metal palm tree from Iraq.

Be Awed by the Orthodox Cathedral

A vast, exuberantly frescoed church

Nearly 42m high and containing 6200 sq m of gilded frescoes, the Serbian Orthodox Cathedral of Christ’s Resurrection (Saborni hram Hristovog vaskrsenja) is overwhelming. It was finally consecrated in 2013, after 20 years of construction, with a design brief that must have read: ‘maximum impact, no expense spared’. The exterior features an unusual contrast between roughly hewn stone at the bottom and smooth masonry above, rising through towers to a central dome topped by a 4m-high gilded cross. Inside, frescoes cover every surface, including, controversially, a depiction of Tito, Marx and Engels burning in hell (in the apse above the front door).
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Cathedral of Christ’s Resurrection | Aleksei Golovanov/Shutterstock ©


PODGORICA’S BEST BARS

Street Bar

The street has come out of the cold in this hip little bar, lined with faux shopfronts and scattered with park-style furniture. Outside, in a patch of urban wasteland within a brutalist Novi Grad block, there’s a pleasant tree-lined terrace.

Culture Club Tarantino

Exemplifying the offbeat flavour of the Bokeška strip, this quirky spot promotes local music and art.

Vanilla Heartbeat Place

Large upmarket bar with a semi-enclosed terrace and a busy roster of DJs and live music.

Sejdefa Ethno Jazz Club

Laid-back and local, this live-music hotspot showcases performers from Montenegro and abroad.



WHERE TO STAY IN PODGORICA

Hotel Hemera

Chic boutique hotel on the main dining and nightlife strip; can be noisy. €€

Hotel Aurel

Highway hotel on the wrong side of the tracks, but with spacious, reasonably priced rooms. €€

CUE Podgorica

Slick design hotel within the Capital Plaza centre, with a swish lounge bar downstairs. €€€




Beyond Podgorica
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The plains around Podgorica conceal a come-and-go waterfall and a top-secret wine cellar, while further north is Montenegro’s principal pilgrimage site.



Montenegro doesn’t have much flat land, and most of it can be found right here, in the plains spreading south of Podgorica to Lake Skadar and north along the fertile Zeta Valley towards the city of Nikšić. In the 1870s, this was the first area outside of Old Montenegro to be seized from the Ottomans, and it remains a stronghold of Montenegrin identity to this day. There’s also a centuries-old ethnic Albanian enclave around Tuzi, abutting the border.

The region’s show-stopping sight is Ostrog Monastery, which, despite its remoteness, attracts over 100,000 visitors annually. It’s often visited on a quick-fire tour from the coast, but if you have your own wheels, take the time to linger.


GETTING AROUND

Buses and trains connect Podgorica and Nikšić, but the easiest way to explore this region is by car. Tour buses head to Ostrog from all over the country, but there’s no public transport. Don’t be fooled by Ostrog train station – it’s a steep 90-minute hike from there to the Lower Monastery.



Niagara Falls TIME FROM Podgorica: 10 MINS [image: ]

Visit the other Niagara Falls

It may not be the thundering cascade so beloved by honeymooners in North America, but Niagara Falls and its associated restaurant make for a fantastic excursion from Podgorica (just a 10-minute drive away) – provided you get your timing right.

Niagara is at its dramatic best after the spring thaws, when the green waters of the Cijevna River are at their broadest and strongest. At these times, the main torrent crashes dramatically over a small dam, while a portion skims along the side and feeds dozens of separate cascades. The surrounding limestone looks like it was drawn by Dr Seuss, with the rock eroded into unusual shapes.

If you see it at its peak, you’ll find it hard to believe that, come summer, the river reduces to barely a trickle. Don’t bother visiting between July and September unless there’s been heavy rain.

Šipčanik TIME FROM Podgorica: 10 MINS [image: ]

Winetasting in a Bond-like setting

Experience winetasting with a side serving of Cold War intrigue at Šipčanik Wine Cellar, a 10-minute drive southeast of Podgorica. Operated by Plantaže, Montenegro’s largest wine company, the cellar occupies a 356m-long tunnel that was once a secret underground Yugoslav-era aircraft hangar. Partially destroyed by NATO bombing in 1999 and abandoned immediately afterwards, the revamped hangar now houses millions of litres of wine ageing gently in oak barrels and bottles.

A variety of tours and tastings are offered, all of which are accompanied by at least some food; some include full meals. Visit plantaze.com to book in advance.
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Niagara Falls | Simon Dux Media/Shutterstock ©
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If you’re driving to Ostrog, take the excellent road through Danilovgrad. The older road from the Podgorica–Nikšić highway is terrifying.




BEST RESTAURANTS BEYOND PODGORICA

Imanje Knjaz

On Podgorica’s rural northwestern fringe, this large restaurant, reception centre and hotel is an atmospheric meal stop en route to or from Ostrog Monastery. Tables are positioned on terraces set over and around artificial ponds punctuated by fountains. The menu covers the gamut from Wiener schnitzels to spring rolls, with lots of local specialities, too. €€

Pekara

This popular bakery/cafe in Nikšić serves burgers, Cubano sandwiches, grills, stews, waffles, outrageously stacked pancakes and cakes. €€

Konoba Portun

Massive servings of traditional Montenegrin fare, accessed by an unlikely corridor from Nikšić’s main street. €€



Ostrog Monastery TIME FROM Podgorica: 60 MINS [image: ]

Montenegro’s most revered religious site

There’s something strangely affecting about Ostrog Monastery (Manastir Ostrog). The setting is certainly part of it. Founded in 1665 within two large caves in a cliff face – 900m above the verdant Zeta valley and visible for miles around – the gleaming white Upper Monastery (Gornji manastir) gives the impression that it has grown out of the very rock. Even with its pilgrims, tourists and souvenir stands, it somehow remains a peaceful place.

The monastery is an hour’s drive northwest of Podgorica via Danilovgrad, and it’s best to start at the Lower Monastery (Donji manastir), 2km below the main shrine, and stop to admire the vivid frescoes in Holy Trinity Church (Crkva Sv Trojice; 1824). Behind it is a natural spring where you can fill your bottles with deliciously cold water. From here, the faithful, many of them barefoot, plod 3km up the steep road to the top. Partway up, the stone walls of the little, domed Church of St Stanko the Martyr (Crkva Sv Mučenika Stanka) gleam golden in the sunset. Non-pilgrims and the pure of heart may drive up to the main car park and limit their penitence to just the final 200m.

The fabric-wrapped remains of St Basil of Ostrog (Sv Vasilije Ostroški), the Serbian Orthodox bishop from Hercegovina who founded the monastery, are kept in a tiny chapel within the Upper Monastery. Pilgrims queue to enter the atmospheric shrine, and respectful tourists are welcome to join them, provided they’re appropriately dressed (in trousers or long skirt, with shoulders covered). At the very top of the monastery is another cave-like church with faded frescoes dating from 1667.


NIKŠIĆ’S BEST BARS

Propaganda Bar

This vibrant cafe-bar is populated by friendly, arty locals nattering over coffees by day and cocktails by night.

Blues Brothers Bar

Fantastic bar that often hosts various cultural events, from music (orchestra, blues, rock, you name it) to exhibitions and film screenings.

Montenegro Pub

Longstanding and reliable party place, with heaving young crowds, live bands and DJ sessions.
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WHERE TO STAY BEYOND PODGORICA

Hotel Aria

This smart hotel near Podgorica Airport provides a pool, a playground, comfortable rooms and airport transfers. €€

Hotel Trebjesa

Overlooking Nikšić from a forested hill, this sparkling hotel offers fresh air and mountain views. €€

Hotel Sokoline

Perched near Ostrog, this nearly new hotel has upmarket rooms, extraordinary views and a rooftop restaurant. €€€

Nikšić TIME FROM Podgorica: 60 MINS [image: ]

Montenegro’s studenty second-biggest city

Located an hour’s drive northwest of Podgorica, the city of Nikšić (pronounced ‘neek-sheech’) has a lively student scene and a few interesting sights. At its heart is Trg Slobode (Freedom Square), with an incongruous set of sculptures: King Nikola rubbing shoulders with communist martyr Ljubo Čupić. On summer nights, what seems like the city’s entire population – from toddlers to the elderly – are either promenading along the square, or cramming the pavement cafes on Njegoševa, the main street.

Onogošt, the original Nikšić, was built within sturdy walls on a small rocky hill to the west, where the inscrutable ruins of Bedem Fortress (Tvrđava Bedem) still stand, offering views over the city and surrounding countryside.

Nikšić’s other main sight also sits atop a hill. The Serbian Orthodox St Basil of Ostrog’s Cathedral (Saborna crkva Svetog Vasilija Ostroškog) was built between 1895 and 1900, incorporating massive chandeliers and a central dome, which floods the interior with light. Look for local saints Peter of Cetinje and Basil of Ostrog on either side of the sanctuary doors.


DOCLEA: PODGORICA’S ANCIENT ANCESTOR

Podgorica has had many names over the years, but the earliest known one is Doclea. Founded by the Illyrians, it originally stood at the point where the Zeta River flows into the Morača, 5km north of the current city centre. It became an important city under the Romans, with all of the trappings of imperial life, including baths, basilicas and a large forum.

Barbarian attacks in the 4th and 5th century nearly wiped it off the map, and an earthquake finished the job in 518 CE. All that remains today are some low foundations, columns and carved masonry poking out between the wildflowers in a field beside the railway tracks. Information boards help to make sense of this peaceful site.



Nikšić’s nearby seasonal sports

When the temperature soars, Nikšić’s locals head to Lake Krupac (Krupačko jezero), 6km northwest of the city centre, to cool off. It has a small sandy beach, picnic spots under the poplar trees, a couple of bars, and pedal boats, jet skis and kayaks for hire. You’re unlikely to find more than a few people fishing or sunbathing at nearby Lake Slano (Slansko jezero), a shimmering expanse of blue waters and low-lying islands. Come winter, it’s time to hit the ski slopes at Vučje, 21km northeast of Nikšić. It’s a family-friendly resort, with ski schools and a run that’s particularly good for children and beginners.


ROMAN DALMATIA

While today, Dalmatia is a coastal region of southern Croatia, in Roman times, it stretched from Istria to northern Albania and included all of present-day Montenegro. For more about Doclea’s place within the Roman Empire, see A History of Montenegro in 15 Places.



BEST ACTIVITIES BEYOND PODGORICA

Krug oko Korita (Korita Circuit)

A scenic drive from Podgorica, looping through mountains, with audio guide available.

Martinići Donkey Farm

This sanctuary for abused and neglected donkeys near Danilovgrad opens to visitors on Sunday.

Vučje Ski Centre

Small ski centre near Nikšić with lifts, a 1200m run and a snowboard park.





Northern Mountains
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SNOW-CAPPED PEAKS AND EMERALD RIVERS


Three vertiginous national parks vie for attention in a landscape that provides a drama-filled backdrop to a myriad of outdoor activities.
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The top half of Montenegro is nearly all mountains – punctuated by the occasional mirror-like lake and deep river canyon. The small towns here make the most of the rare patches of flat land in elevated plateaus and within the broadest of the river valleys. If you think this all sounds painfully picturesque, you’d be right.

The terrain lends itself to all manner of outdoor pursuits: skiing, snowboarding, snowshoeing, mountaineering, hiking, canyoning, climbing, mountain biking, rafting, canoeing, kayaking, riverboarding, ziplining…you name it. But arguably the biggest thrill of all is to be found in simply driving around and soaking up the scenery.
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For over 400 years, this entire region was ruled by the Ottoman Empire. Montenegro swallowed the first slice (Plužine to Andrijevica) in 1878, and the remainder in 1912. The Turkish legacy can be felt most keenly in the towns of what is known as the Sandžak – in places such as Gusinje, Plav and Pljevlja – where graceful minarets rise from centuries-old mosques. Simultaneously, Serb identity is particularly strong in the north. There are many fascinating Orthodox monasteries dotted around the countryside, some dating to the days of the medieval Serbian kingdoms.

Compared with the coast, tourist infrastructure is rudimentary. But if you’re keen to beat the summertime crowds and have a more local experience while surrounded by nature, this is the place for you.


THE MAIN AREAS

KOLAŠIN

Montenegro’s best-equipped ski resorts.

DURMITOR NATIONAL PARK

Hiking, rafting and skiing.



Find Your Way


Although distances are short as the eagle flies, the mountainous nature of the terrain slows journeys down. The Bar–Belgrade trainline cuts straight through the centre of this region, stopping in Kolašin, Mojkovac and Bijelo Polje.
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Plan Your Time


The seasons will govern your movements here more than in any other region of Montenegro. You’ll be more restricted in winter, but it’s a magical time to visit.
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A Weekend Stay

• Head through the Morača Canyon, stopping at its monastery. Drop into Kolašin for a look around and a bite of lunch. Continue on to Biogradska Gora National Park and stroll around the lake. Follow the Tara River into Durmitor National Park and bed down in Žabljak for the night. Take a walk around the Black Lake before hitting the road home.




Four Action-Packed Days

• Spend you first two nights in Kolašin, checking out Morača Monastery and Biogradska Gora on day one, and taking our Eastern Circuit Road Trip on day two. Head into Durmitor National Park, and spend the day exploring. On day four, take the mountain road west and head up the Piva Canyon to Šćepan Polje for a Tara River rafting trip.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

The best time to go rafting on the Tara River, with the melting snow speeding up the flow. Snow lingers on the mountains.

SUMMER

The best hiking and driving weather. Festivals celebrate blueberries (Plav) and flowers (Durmitor).

AUTUMN

Biogradska Gora National Park bursts into colour, while Pljevlja celebrates dairy delights with a festival.

WINTER

The prettiest time, though many roads are impassable. Kolašin and Žabljak fill up with skiers.




Kolašin
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SOCIALIST ARCHITECTURE | WINTER SPORTS | BOTANICAL GARDENS

Tucked into a valley at the foot of the Bjelasica massif, east of the Tara River, Kolašin (pronounced ‘koh-lah-sheen’) is Montenegro’s premier mountain resort. Like most ski towns, it looks far prettier under a blanket of snow, but even when the spring thaws reveal the plastic clogging the Kolašin River, the beauty of the surrounding mountains still wins out.

The new motorway from Podgorica pops out on Kolašin’s southern fringes, reducing the drive time from the capital to less than 45 minutes. Consequently, the town and the nearby ski fields are currently experiencing a burst of building activity, with new hotels and holiday homes under seemingly constant construction.

Until the dawn of the 20th century, Kolašin was predominantly a Muslim town, but barely anything survives from that era. After a series of particularly bloody battles (even by Balkan standards), it officially became part of Montenegro in 1878.
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Sights

1Botanicka Basta Dulovine

2Breza Partisan Memorial Cemetery

3Trg boraca

Sleeping

4Bianca Resort & Spa

5Chalet Kolašin

6Rooms & Apartments Mirović

EATING

7Konoba Nišavić

8La Parisienne

9Restoran Vodenica




GETTING AROUND

Central Kolašin is easy to explore on foot. The bus station is about 200m north of the town centre, while the train station is 1.5km to the east. During ski season, shuttles go between the large hotels and the ski fields.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The local tourist office, located just down from Trg boraca, has enthusiastic English-speaking staff who will load you up with armfuls of brochures and maps. Ask them about hiking, biking and the Nordic skiing tracks that start in and around the town centre.



Kolašin’s Socialist Architecture

Ghosts and gems of Yugoslavia

If you’re a fan of Yugoslav-era buildings and sculpture, you’re in for a treat, as there’s plenty here.

Kolašin played a central role during WWII, changing hands dozens of times between the Italians, Chetniks (Serbian nationalists), Germans and Partisans. In 1943, while under Partisan control, it became the venue for the first State Anti-Fascist Council for the National Liberation of Montenegro and Boka (ZAVNO, for short) – a kind of underground parliament.

To commemorate this, the angular, concrete ZAVNO Memorial Building on Trg boraca (Fighters Square) was built. It was designed by acclaimed architect Marko Mušič and completed in 1975, but despite being considered one of the era’s architectural treasures, it’s now looking a bit shabby and neglected. In front of it stands the stirring Monument to the Victims of Fascist Terror, a bronze Socialist Realist statue of a young man and woman marching forward, guns and flag held aloft, sculpted in 1949 by Vojin Bakić. They look like they’re about to liberate the building housing the Heritage Museum (Zavičajni muzej), which served as a Chetnik prison during WWII. Inside the museum, there are displays covering WWII and previous wars, but everything’s in Serbian.

In much better condition than ZAVNO is the Bianca Resort & Spa, directly behind it. This quirky, triangular hotel with hexagonal windows was built in 1979 but underwent a restoration in 2005 to return it to its former glory. Its unusual form is representative of the boundary-pushing experimentation being undertaken by Yugoslav architects of the period.

A short walk north of the town centre is the striking Breza Partisan Memorial Cemetery, built on the site where 72 Partisans were executed in 1942 and 1943.


KOLAŠIN’S BEST EATING SPOTS

La Parisienne

Bakery on the main square serving sweet treats, savoury pastries and pizza slices. €

Restoran Vodenica

Set in a traditional watermill, Vodenica offers a taste of traditional, stodgy, mountain food designed to warm your belly on cold nights. Ease back and let your arteries clog over a bowl of cicvara (creamy polenta) or kačamak (polenta porridge with mashed potato). €€

Konoba Nišavić

Sitting on the square that was the heart of the old Turkish town, this rustic eatery is a standard-bearer for Montenegrin mountain cuisine, such as roast lamb and creamy, cheesy, carb-heavy dishes. €€



Hit the Slopes

Skiing and snowboarding on Bjelasica

Come winter, Kolašin offers the opportunity to swish along uncrowded runs amid remarkable scenery for as little as €25 for a full day – a fraction of the price you’d pay elsewhere in Europe. There are two neighbouring ski centres to choose between: Kolašin 1450 and Kolašin 1600, named after the altitude in metres where the lifts start (the highest reaches to 2035m). They’re located about 2km apart from each other on the Bjelasica massif, 10km east of Kolašin, with shuttle buses transporting skiers from the major hotels in town.

While the ski centres are owned and operated separately, a ski lift connects them, and it’s possible to buy a combined pass, giving access to a diverse set of runs over a huge area. Each centre offers restaurants, gear hire and slopes suitable for everyone, from beginners to advanced skiers. As for snow quality, Kolašin 1450’s shaded north-facing slopes hold up well against Kolašin 1600’s sunny, higher-altitude runs.

The surrounding massif presents plenty of opportunity for off-piste skiing, Nordic skiing, snowshoe hiking and snowmobile rides. A 1.5km Nordic skiing track starts near Bianca Resort & Spa in the centre of Kolašin.


THE BJELASICA MASSIF

Covering 630 sq km, this almost-circular mountain range dominates northeastern Montenegro. Ten peaks reach above 2000m, with Crna Glava (Black Head) the highest, at 2139m. Any preconception you may have of Montenegro’s mountains as grey and barren will be shattered as the snows recede and reveal virgin forest – within the protected environs of Biogradska Gora National Park – and meadows teeming with wildflowers. In the higher pastures, you’ll find katuni, traditional shepherds’ mountain huts that have been in use for centuries, especially during the summer months when the shepherds bring their flocks to higher pastures.

While Bjelasica is a more forgiving environment than Montenegro’s other ranges, you’ll need to prepare for sudden storms and drops in temperature.
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A Bounty of Botanical Specimens

Explore a private botanical garden

On a hill on the edge of town, a bright-orange fence encloses a small green house surrounded by orderly gardens. The late Danijel Vincek started planting his botanic garden, Botanicka Basta Dulovine, in 1981, and it’s now home to over 400 species of endemic mountain plants. Entry is by guided tour (€1, 10am to 6pm, mid-May to August).


THE PARTISANS

With their roots in the outlawed Communist Party, the Partisans attracted intellectuals, workers and antifascists from all of Yugoslavia’s ethnic communities. Their leader, Jozip Broz Tito, was of mixed Croatian and Slovenian parentage. For more, see A History of Montenegro in 15 Places.



WHERE TO STAY IN KOLAŠIN

Rooms & Apartments Mirović

Attractive complex by the river. One cottage has a stream running underneath its glass floor. €€

Chalet Kolašin

Stone chalet with handsome rooms and a private spa and pool in a central residential street. €€€

Bianca Resort & Spa

Iconic Yugoslav architecture refreshed for the 21st century, with spa and indoor swimming pool. €€€




Beyond Kolašin
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Two untamed national parks and a 13th-century monastery are the highlights of the mountainous region surrounding Kolašin.



The green ribbons of the Morača, Tara and Lim Rivers wind through this rugged landscape, hemmed in by Albania, Kosovo and Serbia in the northeast of the country.

This area was once part of an Ottoman district known as the Sanjak of Novi Pazar. Turkish rule continued right up until 1912 in towns such as Rožaje, Plav and Gusinje, all of which remain staunchly Muslim to this day. The largest town, Bijelo Polje (population 12,900), is more evenly split – while Mojkovac, Berane and Andrijevica all now have a Christian majority.

This diversity lends an extra dimension to an area already blessed with natural beauty, even if its tourism infrastructure is somewhat lacking.


GETTING AROUND

Some public transport is available, but having a car will give you more flexibility. Buses and trains from Kolašin head to Mojkovac. Buses between Kolašin and Mojkovac stop (on request) at Kraljevo Kolo, the entrance to Biogradsko Gora National Park (about an hour’s walk from the lake). Some services continue to Plav and Gusinje.



Biogradska Gora National Park TIME FROM KolaŠin: 15 MINS [image: ]

Lakeside strolls and mountain hikes

Lake Biograd (Biogradsko jezero) is achingly lovely, its placid green waters providing a mirror for the surrounding forest and mountains. It’s usually too chilly for swimming, but rowboats are available for hire. The 3.3km circuit around it may well be the best short walk in the country: the path is well-formed and flat, there’s no chance of getting lost, information boards are scattered about, and there’s a memorable restaurant at the end of it. The lake is the main hub of Biogradska Gora National Park (admission €4), located a 15-minute drive north of Kolašin. It’s one of six glacial lakes within the 5650-hectare reserve.

The park also encompasses 1600 hectares of virgin rainforest, said to be one of the last three such forests remaining in Europe today. Many of the trees here are over 500 years old, with some soaring to 60m high. King Nikola is to thank for the survival of this forest. On a visit here in 1878 (shortly after it was incorporated into Montenegro), he was so taken by its beauty that the locals gifted him the land, and he ordered it to be preserved – although hunting the forest’s bears, wolves, boars and roe deer was high on his agenda. You can find out more about the park’s flora, fauna and folk traditions at the small visitor centre near Lake Biograd.

There are many signposted hiking trails within the park. If you’re not game to tackle them alone, mountain guides can be hired through the park office (€40 for four hours, €80 for eight). The easiest approach to Crna Glava, the highest peak, is from Lubnice in the east (8.2km, 3½ hours).


PROKLETIJE NATIONAL PARK

The Prokletije Mountains are the southernmost and highest part of the Dinaric Alps, forming the border between Montenegro, Albania and Kosovo. In each country’s language, the name translates to ‘Accursed Mountains’, a reference to their harsh environment. A 160-sq-km chunk on the Montenegrin side became the country’s fifth national park in 2009.

Enquire in Plav or Gusinje about short hikes. If you’re planning a mountaineering expedition, it’s recommended to enlist a local guide. The website of the Peaks of the Balkans hiking trail (a 192km cross-border circuit) lists guides and border procedures, although you’ll need a local to help with the paperwork.

Scan this QR code to find out more about the Peaks of the Balkans hiking trail.
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Morača Canyon TIME FROM Kolašin: 30 MINS [image: ]

Spectacular scenery and medieval monastery

Although the flashy new motorway will get you between Podgorica and Kolašin more quickly, the old highway along the Morača Canyon remains one of Montenegro’s most memorable drives – made even better now that the traffic is less crazy. Along the way, you’ll find one of the country’s most prepossessing and peaceful Serbian Orthodox monasteries.

Founded in 1252, Morača Monastery (Manastir Morača) stands on the banks of the river, a 30-minute drive southwest of Kolašin. Within the walled compound is a peaceful garden courtyard filled with roses, hydrangeas and the lazy buzzing of the bees from the monks’ hives. It’s enough to have you feeling like you’ve stepped back in time. The monastery’s two churches contain some of Montenegro’s most accomplished religious art, including the work of celebrated masters Djordje Mitrofanović and Kozma Damjanović.

Both churches have traces of faded frescoes on their exteriors, followed by explosions of vivid colour inside. The smaller and older of the two is St Nicholas’ Church (Crkva Sv Nikole), with frescoes depicting scenes from its namesake’s life. Even more atmospheric is the large Church of the Dormition (Crkva Uspenja Bogorodice). Enter through the decorous doors, inlaid with geometric patterns, to an overwhelming whirl of frescoes and icons. Treasures include a fresco of the prophet Elijah being fed by a raven and Mitrofanović’s The Virgin Enthroned with Child, Prophets and Hymnographers (1617), which sits within the iconostasis, to the left of the sanctuary door.

Heading south from here, the drive gets progressively more awe-inspiring as the highway follows the Morača River into an almost perpendicular canyon, 300m to 400m deep.

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND KOLAŠIN

Ethno House Bektesević

A cluster of self-contained wood-and-stone chalets with kitchenettes in the hamlet of Kruševo, near Gusinje. €

Katun Kamp Gradine

Wooden chalets with barbecues on the remote fringe of Prokletije National Park, west of Plav. €

Hotel Dvor

On the edge of Bijelo Polje, this superb roadside hotel has a pleasantly old-fashioned ambience. €€


[image: ] TOP TIP

Don’t rely too heavily on mapping apps for navigation, and be cautious if directed to a mountain route in winter.




BEST RESTAURANTS BEYOND KOLAšIN

Restoran Biogradsko Jezero

Striking architecture among the trees near Lake Biograd. As well as cooked breakfasts, sandwiches, homemade berry juice and craft beers, the menu includes a range of traditional dishes, such as crispy trout, peasant soup and mountain goulash. €€

Restaurant Abas

Intergalactic castle exterior aside, this Plav restaurant serves tasty local cuisine, including mouth-watering grills, fish straight from the lake, and a handful of vegetarian offers. The owners are engaging and extremely hospitable. €€

Restoran Most

Roadside restaurant just across the Tara River from Mojkovac, serving regional dishes at reasonable prices. €





ROAD TRIP
Eastern Circuit

This scenic drive completely circles the Bjelasica massif and makes a detour to the secluded towns in the remote pocket between Albania and Kosovo, at the foot of the Prokletije range. Over the course of the entire four hours of driving time, the mountain scenery is uniformly exhilarating. If you start early, it can be done in a single (lengthy) day. Alternatively, break up the trip in Plav or Gusinje.
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1 Trešnjevik Pass

From Kolašin, take the road heading south towards the new motorway, and turn left after the Drcka River bridge. This secondary road is potholed and narrow, but rest assured that this is as bad as it gets on the entire route. It follows the gurgling river, then climbs through deep forest to the 1500m-plus Trešnjevik Pass (Prevoj Trešnjevik), which separates Bjelasica from the rocky Kom Mountains to the south. Stop at the layby beside the restaurant to admire the views sweeping down towards the river valley.

The Drive: From Trešnjevik, the road switchbacks down to Andrijevica. Turn right and take the alluring route alongside the broad Lim River to Lake Plav (Plavsko jezero).

2 Plav

This remote Muslim-majority town has an idyllic setting, positioned between the Prokletije Mountains and the pretty Lake Plav. The oldest of Plav’s mosques dates to 1471, but the Redžepagić Mosque (1774) is the most interesting, with its slender wood-panelled minaret and skilfully carved wooden porch and door. Slightly up the hill is Redžepagića Kula (1671), a fortified residential tower with stone walls over a metre thick at its base, capped by a wooden storey with jutting balconies.

The Drive: Rejoin the highway by turning left past Lake Plav. Continue west along the verdant Ljuča/Luca Valley, then turn left towards Gusinje.
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3 Gusinje

Gusinje is even smaller, prettier and more remote than Plav, and it, too, is known for its kule (towers) and mosques – the most intriguing being the Vizier’s Mosque (Vezirova džamija; 1626). It’s also the main gateway to Prokletije National Park. On the town’s southern edge is the extraordinary Ali Paša Springs (Ali Pašini izvori). Crystalline water bubbles up from the karst in multiple places here, providing one of the main water sources for Lake Plav.

The Drive: Backtrack to Andrijevica and continue north along the Lim River, past Berane and through the rocky gorge. Turn left after the bridge and continue through hilly farmland before descending to Mojkovac.

4 Mojkovac

The most interesting sights in workaday Mojkovac are conveniently spread along the highway. First up is a new (and extravagant) spiral footbridge linking the town to the sports fields opposite. The reddish-brown Cathedral of the Nativity (2008) follows, with a jaunty triangular Yugoslav-era hotel next door. Finally, there’s the Battle of Mojkovac Memorial, another unusual Yugoslav construction, which looks a little like an extracted tooth. Continue south, past the turnoff to Biogradska Gora National Park, to return to Kolašin.






Durmitor National Park
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HIGH-ALTITUDE HIKING | RAFTING | ORTHODOX MONASTERIES

As if the rest of Montenegro’s landscapes weren’t dramatic enough, rugged Durmitor takes things to operatic heights. Dozens of its limestone peaks soar over 2000m, while 2523m Bobotov Kuk lays claim to being the highest mountain that’s completely within Montenegro (there’s a peak in the Prokletije Mountains bordering Albania that’s 11m higher).

Durmitor National Park incorporates both ruggedly good-looking mountains and a lush green corridor stretching east along the Tara River, enclosing old-growth forests, a medieval monastery and a noteworthy bridge.

The park’s main gateway is scrappy little Žabljak, which sits at a height of 1456m, making it the highest town in Montenegro (and one of the highest in the Balkans). It was burnt to the ground during WWII, and the names of hundreds of locals who were killed are inscribed on a space-age, pyramid-shaped spomenik (monument) on a hill in the centre of town.
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Sights

1Black Lake

2Čeline Waterfall

3Škrčka Lakes

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4Bobotov Kuk

5Javorovača

6Savin Kuk

7Tara Bridge

8Tara Canyon

9Tito’s Cave

INFORMATION

10National Park Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

The bus station is at the southern edge of Žabljak, on the Šavnik road. From Žabljak, it’s possible to walk or cycle to some trailheads, but a car will give you more options.




[image: ] TOP TIP

In winter, the most reliable road to Žabljak follows the Tara River west from Mojkovac. From Podgorica, the quickest route is through Nikšić and Šavnik. There’s a wonderful back road through the mountains leaving the highway near Plužine, but it’s impassable as soon as the snows fall.



Raft along the Tara River

Traversing the Tara Canyon

A rafting expedition on the green waters of the Tara River is the best way to experience the 1300m-high Tara Canyon, as it’s impossible to see its jaw-dropping depths from land. While it’s not the most white-knuckled ride, there are some rapids to add to the thrills. Trips run between April and October, but if you’re after speed, visit in April and May, when the last of the melting snow revs up the flow.

The 82km section that is possible to raft starts from Splavište, south of the Tara Bridge, and ends at Šćepan Polje on the Bosnian border. The classic two-day trip heads through the deepest part of the canyon on the first day, stopping overnight at a docking point known as Radovan Luka. Most of the day tours from the coast traverse only the last 18km from Brstanovica – this is outside the national park, and hence avoids fees. You’ll miss out on the canyon’s depths, but it’s still a pretty-as-a-picture stretch and includes most of the rapids.

It’s important to use a reputable operator, as people have died on trips with inexperienced guides. At a minimum, make sure you’re given a helmet and life jacket to wear, and be sure to fasten both securely.

Taxidermy & Track Advice

Call into the Visitor Centre

The main National Park Visitor Centre on the approach to Black Lake is well worth a look for its displays of local flora and fauna. Along with innumerable mounted beetles and butterflies, there are stuffed lynx, chamois, deer, birds, a wired-looking fox and a snarling wolf.

The friendly staff can also help you out with advice on hiking tracks and park passes (€5 per day, or €14 for an annual pass to all parks).


ŽABLJAK’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Soa

This hotel restaurant offers elevated takes on local specialities, such as lamb baked in sour cream and ajvar (roasted red-capsicum relish). €€€

O’ro

The focus is firmly on local specialities at this appealing restaurant in the town centre. In summer, grab a seat on the terrace and tuck into a Durmitorska večera (Durmitor dinner) platter, featuring air-dried beef, sausages, local cheese, ajvar and roast potatoes. €€

Restoran Dvorište

An atmospheric stone cottage warmed by antique stoves, serving belly-warming mountain food. €



Hike High-Altitude Karstic Scenery

Hiking in Durmitor

The sculpted crags and grassy plateaus of Durmitor make for magnificent hiking country. There are 25 marked trails in the national park, stretching to 150km in total, providing plenty of opportunity to enjoy some solitude. Ask the staff at the Visitor Centre about tracks to suit your level of experience and fitness.

One rewarding route is to the two Škrčka Lakes (Škrčka jezera) in the centre of a tectonic valley, where a mountain hut accommodates walkers in the warmer months. Experienced mountain hikers can tackle Bobotov Kuk in summer, but you’ll need to set out early (it’s a 10-hour return hike) and be prepared for a tough scramble at the end.


WHY I LOVE DURMITOR NATIONAL PARK
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Peter Dragicevich, Lonely Planet writer

There’s something about mountain scenery that sets the soul soaring, and Durmitor’s craggy peaks, whether they’re hidden under a blanket of snow or glowing in the summer sun, never fail to lift my spirits.

Rafting on the Tara River is a lot of fun, and Durmitor is well known as an action-adventure hub, but you don’t need to break a sweat to enjoy what the national park has to offer. Some of my fondest Durmitor memories have involved driving remote mountain roads, chatting with the nuns at Dobrilovina Monastery, tucking into slow-roasted lamb at mountain taverns, and seeking out the stećci (medieval tombstones) in the vast plateau beyond Žabljak.



Skis & Snowshoes for Durmitor’s Slopes

Low frills, high thrills

In winter, Durmitor is a glittering fairyland – and with 120 days of snow cover, it offers the most reliable skiing in Montenegro. The prices are great, too, but don’t expect glamour.

The main ski resort on Savin Kuk (2313m), 5km from Žabljak, has nearly 5km of runs (three blue, one red and one black). A 6.7km, two-hour snowshoeing track connects it to Black Lake – snowshoes can be hired from the Visitor Centre for €4 per day.

There’s another little ski centre called Javorovača on the outskirts of Žabljak itself, near the bus station. It has two lifts and a gentle slope that’s good for kids and beginners.

Easy Walks along the Black Lake

Strolls amid splendid scenery

For an easy and satisfying introduction to the Durmitor landscape, there’s no better short walk than the 3.6km circuit of the Black Lake (Crno jezero). This is the largest of the 18 glacial lakes – known locally as gorske oči (mountain eyes) – within the national park.

The lake is a 30-minute walk from the centre of Žabljak, or you can park near the national park entrance and just walk the last 800m. As you clear the tree-lined road, the rounded mass of Međed (the Bear; 2287m) comes into view, rearing up behind the lake and casting an inky shadow. Nearby, there’s a restaurant, picnic areas and boats for rent (€10 per hour).

The circuit track is well-formed and easy to follow, although it can sometimes be covered in slippery ice (right up until late April) in the shadier sections. Start by walking along the lakeshore (a popular swimming spot) before joining the dappled path through the forest of spruce, mountain pine and silver fir.

The lake is actually formed from two bowls sitting at different levels, with a small channel connecting them. Near the channel is Tito’s Cave, an overhang of rock where the Partisan leader sheltered for 10 days in May 1943.

The water level drops considerably before the natural phenomenon known as the ‘burst of Čeline’ takes place each June. This is when the otherwise-dry Čeline Waterfall springs forth from the karst with an audible boom and refills the lake over the course of two to three weeks.

DURMITOR NATIONAL PARK’S RAFTING OPERATORS

Camp Grab

In addition to one- and two-day rafting trips, Grab offers riverboarding, canoeing, kayaking and canyoning.

Tara Tour

This long-established firm leads an excellent half-day rafting trip from their base in Šćepan Polje.

Waterfall Rafting Center

A trustworthy choice offering one- and two-day rafting trips, along with food and accommodation.
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Black Lake | Tatiana Popova/Shutterstock ©


MOUNTAIN SAFETY

Durmitor’s higher altitudes are prone to fog, snow, treacherous ice, spring avalanches and summer thunderstorms. The National Park Visitor Centre can advise on conditions and arrange guides (€80 per day) – highly recommended if you’re heading out in winter or considering a serious expedition.

Check the weather forecast before you set out, stick to paths, wear hiking boots suitable for rocky conditions, carry plenty of water, and prepare for rain and drops in temperature. A compass could be a lifesaver.

Durmitor and the Tara Canyon by Branislav Cerović (€12 from the Visitor Centre) is a great resource, as is the Mountaineering Association of Montenegro website.

Scan this QR code to avail yourself of the Mountaineering Association’s expertise.

[image: jpg]



Travel Back in Time at Dobrilovina Monastery

Green fields and faded frescoes

Like so many of Montenegro’s Serbian Orthodox monasteries, a visit to Dobrilovina Monastery (Manastir Dobrilovina) is like a glimpse into an idealised medieval past. This little-heralded convent dates from prior to 1592 and is positioned amid lush green pasture abutting the Tara River. One of the resident black-robed nuns is likely to materialise to open the onsite St George’s Church (Crvka Sv Đorđa) for you. Its frescoes may have dimmed over the centuries, but they remain extremely charming.

WHERE TO STAY IN DURMITOR

Eko-Oaza Tear of Europe

Exceptional family-run ‘eco oasis’ near the river in Dobrilovina, offering camping, wooden cottages and cabins. €

Hostel Hikers Den

This laid-back, sociable spot in Žabljak is by far the best hostel in the north. €

Autokamp Mlinski Potok

Family-run campsite near the visitor centre in Žabljak, with hospitable hosts but basic bathroom facilities. €


LESS-VISITED NATIONAL PARK HIGHLIGHTS
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Pavle Đurišić, from Eko-Oaza Suza Evrope, shares the special places around the hamlet of Dobrilovina. @eko_oaza

Zabojska Lake

To get to it, you need to follow a gravel road up the mountain for 8km. Only people in the know go there, so it’s never crowded. The waters are clear and it’s surrounded by forest.

Crno poda

The air is different in this old forest, filled with the scent of the black pine trees. There is no designated parking area or trails – just walk in off the highway.

Ljutica River

This impressive torrent of white water shoots out of the rock and only travels for about 130m before it hits the Tara River.
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Tara River ziplining | marketa1982/Shutterstock ©

Crazy Ziplines at Tara Bridge

Grand architecture and sweeping views

The elegant Tara Bridge (Ɖurđevića Tara) is an imposing sight, its gently curved 365m length carried on five sweeping arches, the largest of which is 116m wide. Looking down at the green sliver of the Tara River 150m below isn’t for the fainthearted, although the only real danger is from passing cars (there’s no proper footpath). Yet that experience can’t compete with the adrenaline rush offered by the three competing ziplines now set up to hurtle you at speeds of up to 100km per hour over the canyon.

At the time the bridge was completed in 1940, it was the largest concrete-arch vehicular bridge in Europe. In May 1942, with large numbers of Italian troops stationed in Žabljak, the Partisan command gave the order to blow it up. The job went to one of its engineers, Lazar Jauković, who was subsequently captured and executed by the Italians on the remains of the bridge. When it was rebuilt in 1946, Jauković’s sacrifice was acknowledged with a plaque that stands by the bridge today.

WHERE TO STAY IN DURMITOR

Apartments Peaks

Self-contained, wood-lined apartments in central Žabljak, with reasonable prices and friendly owners. €€

Apartments Center of the World

Comfortable studios and one-bedroom apartments in a quiet location near Savin Kuk. €€

Hotel Soa

Rooms at this Žabljak hotel are kitted out with monsoon shower heads, robes and slippers. €€€




Beyond Durmitor National Park
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Mountains and canyons define a region punctuated by mysterious medieval tombstones, monasteries, and a magnificent mosque.



The routes radiating out from Durmitor National Park are all breathtaking. Even the busiest of them – the main highway connecting Podgorica and Sarajevo via the Piva Canyon – is an unforgettable drive. This mountainous region is better suited to leisurely explorations of the landscape than simply ticking off a list of sights.

The largest town, Pljevlja, is less than 10km from the Serbian border, and around half of its inhabitants identify as Serbs. Montenegro first pushed forward to the Tara River in 1878, taking the towns of Plužine and Žabljak, but Pljevlja remained part of the Ottoman Empire right up until 1912. Despite its prominent mosques, it’s predominantly a Christian town these days.

Piva Canyon TIME FROM Durmitor National Park: 40 MINS [image: ]

Nature tamed by Yugoslav engineering

Once the snow has melted, a 40-minute drive from the western edge of Durmitor National Park (double that from Žabljak) will bring you over the mountains by a narrow scenic road to Piva Canyon.

In 1975, the Piva River was blocked by the construction of a hydroelectric dam, flooding part of the canyon and in turn creating turquoise Lake Piva (Pivsko jezero), which plummets to depths of more than 180m. The road from Durmitor comes out onto the M18 highway near the new site of the town of Plužine, which had to be moved to higher ground.

Also moved – brick by brick, fresco by fresco – over the course of 12 years, was Piva Monastery (Manastir Piva), 10km to the south. The conservators did a fantastic job, as the interior of this blocky structure (originally constructed between 1573 and 1586) really does feel ancient. An exquisite door inlaid with mother-of-pearl connects the porch to the nave, where a giant rood cross with golden fish at its base crowns the iconostasis.

In the opposite direction, heading north, the M18 highway connecting Podgorica with Sarajevo is a feat of engineering in itself, clinging to the cliffs and passing through 56 small stone tunnels on its way to the Bosnian border. Stop to admire the 220m-high Mratinje Dam (Brana Mratinje), then continue through the natural, unflooded section of the canyon, where the steep walls are reflected in the blue waters below. At Šćepan Polje, the Piva joins the Tara to become the Drina River.


GETTING AROUND

Coaches full of day trippers from the coast head along the Piva Canyon to the rafting camps near Šćepan Polje. Buses head from Nikšić to Plužine and Žabljak, and from Žabljak to Pljevlja, but having a car will make independent travel in this region much more efficient. If the road west from Žabljak to Plužine is snowbound, the route through Šavnik only adds 10 minutes to the trip, despite being 45km longer.




[image: ] TOP TIP

During summertime, boats from Plužine offer cruises and expeditions to secret swimming spots on Lake Piva.




MONTENEGRO’S STEĆCI

Stećci (prounounced ‘stetch-tse’, derived from the verb ‘to stand’) is the name given to the carved stone tomb monuments, created between the 12th and 15th centuries, and only found in present-day Montenegro, Serbia, Croatia and, especially, Bosnia. In 2016, 28 sites containing 4000 such tombstones were added to the Unesco World Heritage List.

All three of the Montenegrin sites are in the vicinity of Durmitor, with one in Plužine and the other two on the plateau south of Žabljak. Part of the fun is finding them. Turn off the Žabljak–Šavnik road towards Vražje jezero (Devil’s Lake) and look for Grčko groblje (the Greek graveyard) opposite Riblje jezero (Fish Lake). Bare Žugića is a little further along the same road. The site in Plužine is also called Grčko groblje, despite there being no Greek connection.
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Nevidio | Barisheva Olga/Shutterstock ©

Nevidio TIME FROM Durmitor National Park: 10 MINS [image: ]

Splash through an invisible canyon

A 10-minute drive from the southern edge of Durmitor National Park (25 minutes from Žabljak) will bring you to Montenegro’s most renowned canyoning location. Nevidio means ‘invisible’, and at points, this moss-lined canyon, cut by the Komarnica River, is only 2m wide. Expeditions typically take around three hours and include plenty of slides and jumps over waterfalls into jade-green pools.

July and August are the safest months to explore, and then only in the company of professional guides. Montenegro Canyoning is highly experienced, but it doesn’t offer transfers. Durmitor Adventure and Summit Travel Agency both offer tours from Žabljak. You’ll need to be able to swim and have a good level of fitness.

Pljevlja TIME FROM Durmitor National Park: 40 MINS [image: ]

Admire an artful mosque and monastery

A mosque and a monastery are the highlights of this otherwise unassuming industrial town, a 40-minute drive north of the Tara Bridge.

Slap-bang in the town centre is a walled enclosure containing the august Hussein Pasha Mosque (Husein Pašina Džamija) and its 42m-high, free-standing minaret. Built in 1569, the mosque’s interior is covered with elaborate frescoes of geometric patterns and floral motifs. If it’s locked (as it often is), the paintings around the entrance provide a tantalising taster of what’s inside.

Tucked into a peaceful nook in the hills on the town’s northern fringe is the Serbian Orthodox Holy Trinity Monastery (Manastir Sv Trojice), dating from 1537. Here, Ottoman-style buildings hung with flowerboxes form a backdrop to a solid church with a sumptuously painted interior and gilded iconostasis. Behind the church, a waterfall tumbles into a pond.


SANJAK OF NOVI PAZAR

A Sanjak was an Ottoman district. Pljevlja sat within the Sanjak of Novi Pazar, which included parts of present-day Montenegro, Serbia and Kosovo. For more on Montenegro’s final push into the Sanjak, see A History of Montenegro in 15 Places.




PANORAMIC ROADS

You could argue that most of Montenegro’s roads qualify for the title, but the National Tourist Organisation has officially designated four panoramic routes and supported them with road signs, brochures, online GPS coordinates and, for two of them (Durmitor and Korita), downloadable, on-the-road audio guides.

The 76km Durmitorski prsten (Durmitor Ring; route 2) circles through the mountains from Žabljak, visiting villages that are completely cut off by snow for months on end. It’s well worth taking the suggested detour to Ćurevac (1625m) for exceptional Tara Canyon views.

The other routes are the 716km Kruna Crne Gore (Crown of Montenegro; route 1), the 270km More i visine (Sea and Heights; route 3) and the 65km Krug oko Korita (Circuit around Korita; route 4).



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND DURMITOR

Guesthouse Zvonko

Characterful cottage accommodation attached to a surprisingly hip jazz bar/restaurant in Plužine. €

Eco Selo Nevidio

An ‘eco village’ of easy-on-the-eye A-frame stone bungalows in a remote spot near Nevidio Canyon. €€

Eco Camp Drno Brdo

Nice-looking camp with wooden cabins (and shared bathrooms) on the road to Pljevlja. €





Dubrovnik (Croatia)
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UNMISSABLE GEM JUST ACROSS THE BORDER


The Old Town of Dubrovnik defies superlatives; its setting is sublime, its architecture unforgettable. With the Montenegrin border so tantalisingly close, how could you resist a visit?
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View of Dubrovnik from the city walls | Miroslav Posavec/Shutterstock ©

You may well question why a Croatian town is featured in a guidebook to Montenegro. Let’s start with the prosaic answer: Dubrovnik Airport is only 17km from the Montenegrin border, and it welcomes far more flights than its Montenegrin equivalents, so it’s a highly useful alternative gateway to the country. But there’s a far more compelling reason: Dubrovnik is a unique treasure of Mediterranean culture and history that really shouldn’t be missed.
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Banje Beach | trabantos/Shutterstock ©

With its international popularity boosted by a show-stealing role in HBO’s hit series, Game of Thrones, Dubrovnik is busier than it’s ever been. Swathes of tourists come to marvel at the 16th-century walls that enclose the magnificent streets of the Old Town (Stari Grad), where steep, narrow steps and winding alleys descend to the busy thoroughfare known as 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.

However, there’s so much more to this city of 28,000 people than just its Old Town. It’s also a regional hub for education, employment and cultural events, so take your time and get to know the city outside, as well as inside, the walls. Whether you’re a history lover, a food fanatic or an ardent sunseeker (the beaches are lovely), a trip to Dubrovnik will captivate and delight.

Find Your Way


Dubrovnik sits on a thin expanse of land that hugs the sea, backed by the mountains of Hercegovina. The verdant Konavle region – a narrow stretch of rolling hills and charming villages – connects it to Montenegro.



[image: jpg]

Plan Your Time


If you’re only here for a short time, Dubrovnik’s famous Old Town should be the focus on your attention. A longer stay will allow time for beach days and island sojourns.
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View of Mt Srđ | Ivica9/Shutterstock ©


Across the Border & Back

• Hit the border early to avoid queues, and head straight to the Old Town. Tackle the City Walls before it gets too hot, then spend the rest of your time wandering the marbled lanes and exploring the monasteries, the Dubrovnik Synagogue and War Photo Limited. Splash out on a memorable dinner at Restaurant 360 before making your way back to Montenegro.




Two Days to Explore

• Spend most of your first day in the Old Town, but save your loop of the City Walls until the evening golden hour. Catch the cable car up Mt Srđ in the afternoon. The following day, head out to Lokrum Island, taking in its beautiful monastery, gardens and swimming spots. That evening, explore the portside suburb of Gruž.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

May is the best month to visit Dubrovnik if you prefer to avoid huge crowds and don’t mind a cool dip in the sea.

SUMMER

By far the busiest time. Dubrovnik’s annual Summer Festival brings music, theatre and dance performances.

AUTUMN

Decidedly smaller crowds, with the sea still nice and warm in September and plenty of pleasant and bright days in October.

WINTER

The Old Town is lit up with sparkling lights for the Christmas Market. St Blaise’s Day on February 3 is celebrated with gusto.




Dubrovnik
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WALLED OLD TOWN | BEACH LIFE | HIKING
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HIGHLIGHTS

1City Walls

SIGHTS

2Banje Beach

3Cathedral of the Assumption

4Church of the Annunciation

5Danče Beach

6Hotel Belvedere

7Lazareti

8Lokrum

9Mt Srđ

10Orlando’s Column

11Rector’s Palace

12Red History Museum

13Sponza Palace

14St Blaise’s Church

15St Ignatius of Loyola Church

16St Jacob Beach

17Stradun

18Šulić Beach

19War Photo Limited

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

20Way of the Cross

EATING

21Lady Pi-Pi

22Nishta

23Restaurant 360°

24Trattoria Carmen

25Urban & Veggie

26Vege Dub

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

27Beach Bar Dodo

28Bikers Cafe

29Club Revelin

30Dubrovnik Beer Company

31D’Vino Wine Bar

32Glam Bar

33Love Bar

34Soul Caffe & Rakhija Bar

shopping

35Bačan Souvenirs

36Discover Croatia

37Gruž Market

38Life According to Kawa




GETTING AROUND

From Dubrovnik Airport, shuttle buses leave around 30 minutes after every flight, stopping at the Old Town’s Ploče Gate before continuing to the main bus station in Gruž. If you arrive by ferry to Gruž port, local buses (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 the Libertas Dubrovnik website (libertasdubrovnik.hr).



Old Town Architecture

Wander through a beautiful city

With over 1000 years of culture to absorb, Dubrovnik’s walled Old Town can seem overwhelming, particularly on a summer’s day in peak season. The crowds, the heat and the generally exorbitant prices on Stradun – the main thoroughfare that links the Pile Gate (Gradska vrata Pile) to the Old Harbour – are enough to challenge even the most seasoned traveller. But don’t let that beat you, as there’s an incredible gem of a city to get to grips with. Avoid peak season if possible, and start your explorations early or late to make the best of this unique, UNESCO-listed destination.

The former seat of government for the Republic of Ragusa, and one of the most impressive buildings that stands in the Old Town, the Gothic–Renaissance Rector’s Palace (Knežev dvor) is now the Cultural History Museum. Beautifully restored rooms display portraits, coats of arms and coins, all bringing the history of Dubrovnik to life.

The Renaissance-era Sponza Palace (Palača Sponza) is one of the oldest buildings still standing in Dubrovnik, having survived the earthquake of 1667. It’s free to pop your head in and admire the sweeping, column-lined cloister hall and the Memorial Room of the Defenders of Dubrovnik within – a very moving exhibition honouring those who died defending the city during the Homeland War of the 1990s (as the Croatian War of Independence is known as here). Opposite is the baroque marvel that is St Blaise’s Church (Crkva Sv Vlahe), a delightfully ornate structure built in 1715 and dedicated to Dubrovnik’s patron saint. The interior houses grand marble altars and a 15th-century statue of St Blaise, who holds a model of the city, pre-earthquake.

THE OLD TOWN’S MOST INTERESTING CHURCHES

Cathedral of the Assumption

This 1713 cathedral is notable for its fine interiors and the Titian painting hanging behind the altar.

St Ignatius of Loyola Church

Baroque church completed in 1725, featuring magnificent frescoes depicting the life of its namesake.

Church of the Annunciation

The Old Town’s sole Serbian Orthodox church, dating from 1877, with an icon gallery attached.



TOP EXPERIENCE
Dubrovnik’s City Walls

This is Croatia’s number-one tourist attraction. The impressive City Walls (Gradske zidine) that surround Dubrovnik are majestic, impressive and truly unforgettable. Circling the Old Town in one unbroken loop, the walls grace visitors with resplendent views of the many palaces, churches, streets and alleys within, as well as the azure hues of the beckoning Adriatic Sea without.
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Scan this QR code for tickets and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Fort Minčeta

Caffe Bar Salvatore

Basketball Courts

Foundry Museum

Fort Lawrence



A Wall to Fight For

Stretching a monumental total of 1940m in length, the walls of Dubrovnik’s Old Town 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 takes around an hour if you keep a consistent pace and don’t stop for photoshoots or refreshments. There are three entry points: the Pile Gate, the Ploče Gate and the Maritime Museum. You can buy your ticket at the entrances 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, 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 the construction of proper fortifications, using 1.5m-thick stone, with 15 turrets built to line the perimeter. Ragusa (as Dubrovnik 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, by the 15th century, the town was completely fortified. The following centuries saw the walls being constantly updated using the best available tools and technical know-how. They were permanently guarded until the Republic of Ragusa ended, following Napoleon’s conquest in 1808.

Foundry Museum & Fort Minčeta

Fort Minčeta (Tvrđava Minčeta) is one of the most picturesque highlights of the City Walls, so get your camera ready. Underneath the fort sits a little hidden gem: Gornji Ugao (which means ‘Upper Corner’) was covered for centuries, until the remains of a historic foundry were unearthed in 2008. All sorts of metal weaponry were produced here in the foundry, until it was destroyed by the earthquake that hit Dubrovnik in 1667. Following this, the foundry was promptly sealed over and forgotten about, making it one of the world’s best-preserved examples of a medieval foundry. Entrance is included in the ticket price, and it’s well worth popping in for a look.

Fort Lawrence

Dubrovnik’s patron and protector, St Blaise, adorns the walls of the colossal Fort Lawrence (vrđava Lovrjenac), 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 against both land and sea invasions, it’s a huge beast, with walls that are up to 12m wide. It’s pretty empty inside, but it’s worth venturing into for the incredible views of the Old Town over the bay; entry is included in the price of the City Wall tickets.


Restoring the Walls

The City Walls have been undergoing constant restoration since the 1950s. Mihaela Skurić, of the Institute for the Restoration of Dubrovnik, explains that weeds and sea salt cause the walls to deteriorate, and earlier restoration projects involving cement caused further damage. The walls are usually repaired in winter – one section at a time – and proceeds from the entry fees are used to maintain the walls.



TOP TIPS

• Visit in the evening hour before sunset. It’s cooler, and the light is incredible.

• Bring refreshments, as the walk takes an hour or more.

• Avoid the walls in the heat of the day during summer – there’s little shade.

• Look out for the two basketball courts, especially Dubrovnik Old Town Basketball Count.

• 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 – but expect steep prices.



Beaches Beyond the City Walls

Sandy views and sunsets

After taking in the sights and sounds of the marble streets of the Old Town, the fresh air outside the City Walls will provide a welcome reprieve. Gorgeous pebbled beaches to the east lure visitors with the promise of relaxation on a recliner. Banje Beach is the easiest to access, right next to the historic city – of course, this does mean it’s the busiest. If you have the time and energy, take the 20-minute walk east to St Jacob Beach (Plaža Sv Jakov), which still has views of the Old Town 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 to the ruined Hotel Belvedere, a favourite swimming spot with locals. There’s no beach, but there are rocks and an old port to laze on while watching the young folks showing off their diving skills. More beaches can be found on the Lapad Peninsula, to the west.


AN ORLANDO MEASURE

One of the emblems of Dubrovnik, appearing on postcards and posters, is the statue of Orlando (aka Orlando’s Column) that has been standing outside St Blaise’s Church for over 600 years. The monument is treasured locally, as Orlando (named thus by the Italians, but referred to as Roland throughout Europe) was a valiant, ancient knight, famed for his service to Emperor Charlemagne and venerated for representing the independence of free cities – a bit like King Arthur.

This statue is the most southern Orlando/Roland in Europe. It’s more than just an emblem of freedom here – the merchants working in Dubrovnik’s textiles industry used the statue’s forearm, at 51.25cm long, as the standard measurement when selling and cutting fabric.



A Hike to Mt Srđ

The view from the top

All of Dubrovnik (and it’s pretty beaches) 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 (Križni put) trail – which begins in Dubrovnik, near DU Outdoors – are pretty unmatchable. You can also catch bus 17 from the Pile Gate stop and get off at Bosanka (usually a half hour’s journey), and then walk the final 1.5km to the top.

A Town so Festive

Come party in Dubrovnik

Dubrovnik’s many feasts and festivals are a great way to get a taste of local culture and traditions. One of the most important is the Feast of St Blaise (Festa Sv Vlaha) – a truly unique Dubrovnik event. On 3 February every year, the whole county, dressed in traditional costumes, floods into the Old Town to celebrate their patron saint. Locals line the streets as the saint’s relics are paraded down the Stradun to St Blaise’s Church.

Usually in mid-February, depending on when Easter falls, Dubrovnik also has a 10-day Carnival of theatre, productions, concerts and traditional dancing, culminating in a Venetian-style masked ball. It feels more elegant than the Carnival held in Rijeka (Croatia’s biggest Carnival).

Begun in 1950, Dubrovnik Summer Festival is an elegant affair of classical music, poetry and theatre. Taking place throughout July and August in the city’s stunning churches and palaces, the events showcase local and international artists. Performers over the decades have included Duke Ellington, Dizzy Gillespie and Ravi Shankar, and Daniel Day Lewis – who played Hamlet at a production in Fort Lawrence in 1989.

And finally, the Dubrovik Christmas Market is a big deal here. It usually runs from early December to early January.

WHERE TO SWIM IN DUBROVNIK

St Jacob Beach

Worth the descent down 162 steps for Old Town views, loungers and a beach bar.

Danče Beach

The deep waters are popular with locals, who like to lounge on the rocks before diving in.

Uvala Lapad Beach

This popular (and family-friendly) pebbly beach has safe and inviting shallow waters.



OLD TOWN WANDERS
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Start from Ploče Gate, the eastern entrance to the Old Town that is far less busy and instantly scenic. As you enter through the gate, take a few steps to your left and enjoy the Old Town 1 Harbour Viewpoint. Keep following the path as the lane gets narrower, and make your next stop at the 2 Dominican Monastery on the right, a peaceful 13th-century oasis with a wonderful museum of holy relics and silver artefacts. If you’re in the mood, make a quick detour to Peppino’s Gelato for the best ice cream in town. Then head into the heart of the city, Luza Square, to see the striking 3 Orlando’s Column and the majestic 4 St Blaise’s Church, which honours Dubrovnik’s patron saint.

Veer to the left of the church and you’ll soon reach the Gothic 5 Rector’s Palace. Turn left after the palace to reach the fortress containing the 6 Maritime Museum before heading up to the 7 Church of St Ignatius, with its famous Jesuit staircase (you might recognise it from Season 5 of Game of Thrones). Let the steps lead you down to 8 Gundulićeva Poljana Market for local produce and wares before crossing to the remarkable 9 Dubrovnik Synagogue, a real gem. Then, it’s time to tackle Stradun, the town’s main artery, which is likely to be busy. Go slowly and take it all in, with stops at the 10 War Photo Limited gallery and the 11 Franciscan Church and Monastery, both to the right, just off Stradun. Finally splash your face and refill any water bottles at 12 Onofrio’s Large Fountain on the left.




HOTEL BELVEDERE

A 20-minute walk east of the walled 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 once had more than 200 rooms. Now, it’s 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 the little seaside helipad was one of the many filming locations of the series. It’s also a mainstay swimming spot for those who want to escape the crowds of the busier beaches and have a splash beneath the imposing structure as it looks over the bay.
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Escape to Lokrum Island

A holy island with a choice of swimming spots

Verdant 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 plenty of interesting sights, including the island’s main feature – the large Benedictine monastery, replete with lovely cloisters and gardens. To cool off, don’t miss out on enjoying a float on the ‘Dead Sea’ – the island’s lovely saltwater lake.

WHERE TO DRINK IN THE OLD TOWN

Glam Bar

Local favourite down a side street. Sweet craft-beer selection and the Old Town’s best-priced drinks. €

Soul Caffe & Rakhija Bar

Excellent wines, beers, rakija (fruit brandy) and cheeseboards, with live jazz in the alley most nights. €€

Beach Bar Dodo

Local favourite open all day for beers, burgers and chilled vibes; under Fort Lawrence. €

Dubrovnik by Sea Kayak

Guided kayak tours and great views

If you’re an energetic traveller, there’s lots on offer on the shores of Dubrovnik, with sea kayaking being big business in the city. Tours depart from Banje Beach, St Jacob Beach and dinky Šulić Beach under Fort Lawrence, where a guide 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.

Booking tickets in advance is recommended in high season – just pop along to your chosen 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).


DUBROVNIK PASS

Unlike some tourist-focused city passes, the Dubrovnik Pass is very worthwhile. Available for one, three or seven days, it includes entry to the coveted City Walls, as well as numerous museums and galleries. And if that’s not enough, you get free public transport, too – useful for trips to the beach or when exploring Gruž.

The City Walls admission alone is the same price as the one-day pass (€35 from March to October, €15 from November to February), making it a no-brainer if you were planning to walk the walls anyway. For nomads and long-stay visitors, a 30-day Dubrovnik pass is also being trialled.

[image: jpg]



Dubrovnik Like a Local

Do as the locals do

You really won’t meet locals more passionate about their hometown than Dubrovnikers. While it’s easy to wander round the Old Town in awe and take in all the big sights, spending time chatting with locals in their favourite spots will reveal the unsung treasures of the city – with many hiding in plain sight.

A good place to start is with a coffee and a chat at scenic, beachside Beach Bar Dodo, or at Biker’s Cafe. Then, use the handy Mynt pay-as-you-go mopeds to zip around the city, and pay a visit to Ploče Gate, where you’ll find Lazareti, a former quarantine station from the 17th century that now hosts art exhibitions and folk dancing. Pop back come evening time to take your pick of cinema and club nights, and live music. Make sure to check out the nearby War Photo Limited gallery for an important insight into what the city went through during the Homeland War of the 1990s. For some evening beers, you can hop on the mopeds again and head to Gruž to pay a visit to Dubrovnik Beer Company – a local favourite – or, check out the best regional beers at Glam Bar in the Old Town; if you’re a party animal, Club Revelin is where to find the ravers.

Gruž is the Word

Local vibes at Dubrovnik’s port

Buses to and from Montenegro pull into Dubrovnik’s modern port at Gruž, a 10-minute drive northwest from Dubrovnik’s Old Town. While most just rush through this suburb and make a beeline for the Old Town, it’s a cool area where locals live and hang out in the evenings. So why not make a day of it?

First, check out Gruž Market, one of the largest open-air markets in Dubrovnik – and an affordable place to stock up on groceries if you’re self-catering – before heading to the truly unmissable Red History Museum. This brilliantly presented collection of exhibitions covers Croatia’s years as part of the former Yugoslavia, with plenty of bleak truths and cute, retro nostalgia. In the evening, make sure to get a craft beer or two, some solid grub and maybe a dance at Dubrovnik Beer Company, known locally as DBC. For cocktails, bay views and great DJs, stick your head into Love Bar around the corner to see who’s playing.

WHERE TO EAT IN THE OLD TOWN

Trattoria Carmen

Hole-in-the-wall near the Old Harbour. Incredible seafood, steaks and pasta at reasonable prices. €€

Lady Pi-Pi

Affordable, pint-sized spot overlooking the Old Town’s terracotta roofs; great seafood platter. Book ahead. €€

Restaurant 360

Michelin-listed spot within the City Walls. You won’t find better oysters than Ston shellfish. €€€


OLD TOWN SURVIVAL TIPS
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Ivan Vuković, photographer and tour guide, has some tips to navigate the city. @dubrovnik_tourist_guide

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 Buža or Ploče instead.

Side Streets

Walk along the side streets. There are lots of steps, but it’s worth it to see where locals live.

Restaurants

If there’s someone outside the restaurant holding a menu and inviting you in, it’s probably not going to be good. Especially if the menu has pictures.

Dubrovnik Old Town Basketball Court

You can play with locals here, every afternoon from 6pm; there’s a tiny door leading to the magnificent court.



Join a Game of Thrones Tour

Explore the famous sights

Game of Thrones is simply unavoidable in Dubrovnik. The walls, steps and forts of the city were used as filming locations for King’s Landing from season 2 onwards, and pretty much every Old Town local you meet was an extra – however, there’s no resentment of the show here, 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.

If you fancy taking your own ‘walk of shame’ through the streets of King’s Landing, à la Cersei Lannister, the key locations include Fort Lawrence, Fort Minčeta, the Rector’s Palace, Lokrum Island and the Trsteno Arboretum, with the Jesuit staircase the starting point of the walk.

Deep Greens at Trsteno Arboretum

Explore an ancient garden

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. It’s perched on a hilltop 13km north of town and boasts glorious views over the Adriatic and the Elaphiti Islands below. Its paths twist and turn through rare trees, shrubs and plants. The founders requested seeds and saplings be brought back by merchants and explorers, all of which continue to flourish centuries later, despite major damage during the Homeland War of the 1990s. However, it’s the water features that really impress here, with an aqueduct in place to keep the gardens irrigated, and an imposing fountain featuring Neptune lording it over the grotto and pond.

The arboretum can be reached by local bus 12, 15, 21, 22 or 35 from Dubrovnik’s bus station.

WHERE TO EAT VEGAN IN DUBROVNIK

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. €€

Urban & Veggie

Largest vegan place in town. Charming staff, huge garden and delicious plates, including mouth-watering breakfasts. €€
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NOMADING AROUND

While digital nomads have historically been drawn to Split and Zadar, Dubrovnik’s new Digital Nomads-in-Residence (DNiR) programme offers nomads the chance to live and work in the city. The programme also provides nomads with various training opportunities, as well as a platform to run their own events, while also showcasing the city as an appealing place for long stays.

The programme was trialled in low season, and participants found the city to have strong wi-fi, good transport links, great cafes and reasonable rent prices in non-peak months. If you’re thinking of working from Croatia, it’s one to put on your radar.

Note that the 30-day Dubrovnik Pass is also part of this scheme.

Scan this QR code to find out more.
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Cruise the Elaphiti Islands

Sandy beaches and rustic villages

Visitors have been wowed by the gorgeous Elaphiti Islands since the 1st century CE, with Roman author Pliny the Elder raving about the flora and fauna here. Yet the archipelago of 12 islands, only three of which are inhabited, remain relatively unspoiled by modernity – they’ve been providing an escape from the hustle and bustle of Dubrovnik for centuries.

The largest of the group, Šipan is notable for its sprawling olive groves, lush vegetation and cute villages, where you may spot the occasional goat. Most ferries dock in Suđurađ, a little harbour lined with stone houses and the 16th-century Skočibuha Castle (not open to the public). On the other side of the island, the village of Šipanska Luka features the remains of a Roman villa and a 15th-century Gothic ducal palace.

Car-free Lopud is the prettiest settlement of the Elaphitis, with stone houses overlooked by an old fortress and surrounded by gardens. There are plenty 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 Šunj Beach.

Ferries run to all three islands from Gruž. Day trips covering multiple islands by ship or speedboat depart from Gruž, or the little harbour in Dubrovnik’s Old Town. If you can afford a private boat tour, it’s well worth it, and Rewind Dubrovnik (rewinddubrovnik.com) comes recommended.

WHERE TO BUY GIFTS 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 on everything from bookmarks to shirts, bags to bracelets. Incredible artistry.


ŠIPAN’S WORLD RECORD IN OLIVE OIL

Aside from being renowned for its chilled-out atmosphere, beautiful old buildings and sparkling blue waters, the island of Šipan is also a haven for olive oil. Some of the most delicious olive oils in the country are produced here, mostly in the backyards of local family farms. In testament to this, the island also holds the Guinness World Record for the most olive trees by area.

When your boat docks in Suđurađ, you’ll quickly clock the hand-painted signs advertising olive-oil tastings and wineries, so take your pick. All are hosted on small, local, family-run farms. The Gorovica family farm has also revived the production and processing of the carob plant (rogač), and sells to lots of local bakeries and hotels.
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Catch a Boat to Cavtat

Pretty town with ancient provenance

Cavtat sits practically equidistant between Dubrovnik and the Montenegrin border, and it’s easily reached by boat from Dubrovnik’s Old Harbour. It’s a peaceful and extremely pretty town that’s super relaxed, with a restaurant-lined waterfront, wonderful beaches and some fantastic architecture dotted throughout.

Cavtat is actually Dubrovnik’s older sibling, and was originally known as Epidaurus, as the Greeks called it. It has been occupied since the 6th century BCE, and was renamed Epidaurum by the Romans several hundred years later. A settlement thrived here for almost 1000 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, a town that flourished in the 19th century, as is evident from the many buildings of that era that line the promenade.

Cavtat is renowned for its sumptuous architecture. Check out the 16th-century Our Lady of Snow Monastery, the 16th-century Rector’s Palace, which now houses Baltazar Bogišić’s collection of manuscripts, and the Mausoleum of the Račić Family, built in the 1920s in Cavtat’s graveyard, on the Rat Peninsula.

After a nice wander through the centre, 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, but you do get a feel for the scale of this burial ground.

WHERE TO EAT ON THE ELAPHITI ISLANDS

Bowa

Bookings include boat transfer to Šipan. Enjoy the mussels and charcuterie. Book a cabana table. €€

Konoba Kod Marka

Boats dock in the picturesque bay of Šipan for pricey but worth-it food. €€

Mandrac Seafood Restaurant

Quaint dockside place in Lopud with a local vibe. Fresh seafood and homemade desserts. €


COME VIST THE ELAPHITI ISLANDS
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Lukša Malohodžić, director of Rewind Dubrovnik, lists the Elaphati’s charms.

The islands are busier since I was a kid, but the roots are the same. There are still schools and people living here – they’re living, breathing community islands. We Dubrovnik locals head over on the weekends – just 20 minutes by boat – and you have a totally 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

You must go to Šipan for the food: amazing local cheeses and olive oils.



It’s Wine Time

Sample southern Dalmatia’s vineyards

The Dubrovnik region boasts two major wine areas: the rolling hills of the Konavle Valley, to the east of the city, and the picturesque Pelješac Peninsula, to the northwest. Viniculture here goes back at least 2000 years, and it was a hugely lucrative industry during the Renaissance heyday of the Ragusan Republic. As such, many families here can, hand-on-heart, say they’ve produced wine for centuries.

There are endless options for winetasting. 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 best to reserve a table during peak season. For wine paired with a great dinner, expert Domagoj Žeravica (who is mid-PhD on local grapes) 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 Peninsula and the Konavle Valley, 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 here in the Konavle Valley since the 1800s. He attributes his outstanding merlot to the area’s microclimate and soil. But it’s the award-winning Vilin Ples you’ll want to carry home with you – a fine blend of cabernet sauvignon, merlot and the local grape, plavac mali. Get in touch with Petar (crvik.vino@gmail.com) to arrange a wine-soaked visit.

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. €

Spinaker Restaurant & Lounge Bar

Across the bay, with town views. Avoid the Western menu and stick to the oysters. €€





TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Montenegro. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Montenegro and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Montenegro has two international airports – Tivat and Podgorica – and a de-facto third one just across the border in Croatia (Dubrovnik’s Ruđer Bošković Airport). Ruđer Bošković is only 17km away from the border, and many visitors rent a car from the airport and drive into Montenegro, although border queues have made this increasingly less appealing. Ferries from Italy disembark in Bar.


[image: jpg]

Fuse/Getty Images ©


Visas

Citizens of 97 visa-exempt countries can enter Montenegro for up to 90 days in a 180-day period. Most European nationals can enter with an ID card for up to 30 days. Other nationalities need a short-stay visa.




Airport Facilities

Tivat and Podgorica airports are small, and facilities are limited, but both offer free wi-fi and have ATMs, information counters, cafes and car-rental desks.




Customs Regulations

Caps apply to the amount of tobacco products, alcohol and food that can be brought into the country without incurring tax. Cash and traveller’s cheques greater than €10,000 must be declared.




Arriving by Car

At land crossings, you must present your registration/ownership documents and a valid insurance policy, such as European Green Card vehicle insurance. Make sure your policy covers Montenegro.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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CROATIAN BORDER BLUES

Montenegro’s busiest land border is Debeli Brijeg, on the Adriatic highway between Dubrovnik and Herceg Novi. This checkpoint was always slow in summer, but since Croatia joined the European Union’s border-free Schengen Area in 2023, it’s gotten even worse. We’ve heard of nightmarish waits of up to six hours at the busiest times (the beginning of July and end of August). Avoid in summer if at all possible.

Montenegro’s Ministry of the Interior has set up live webcams to show the queues at each of Montenegro’s nine main land-border crossings. Scan this QR code to view the webcams.
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Getting Around

Having a car or motorbike at your disposal will give you access to some truly extraordinary scenic drives, although some – like the famous serpentine road above Kotor – aren’t for the fainthearted.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From €60 per day

Petrol
€1.60 per litre

Bicycle rental
€8–10 per day

Train ticket from Podgorica to Kolašin
From €3.20



Road Conditions

While the standard of roads in Montenegro is generally good, many are quite winding and narrow. Larger vehicles such as campervans will struggle on some of the secondary roads. Traffic is also a major headache along the coast in summer. Tolls are charged for the Sozina Tunnel and the Podgorica–Kolašin motorway.

Buses

The local bus network is extensive and reliable. Intercity buses are usually comfortable, air-conditioned and rarely full. Stations display the bus timetables prominently, and staff are on hand to help out with prices and times. Scan this QR code to purchase bus tickets and get up-to-date timetable info.

[image: jpg]


TIP

It’s marginally cheaper to buy your ticket on the bus, but a station-bought ticket guarantees you a seat.



KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON

When it comes to driving, Montenegrins aren’t immune to the stereotypes of other Mediterranean nations and are prone to speeding, tailgating, honking and overtaking on blind corners. This is despite the police being zealous in speed-limit enforcement. Limits change often and sometimes arbitrarily, but it pays to stick to them, even in the face of consternation from behind.


Hiring a Car

It’s not difficult to hire a car from Montenegro’s airports and larger towns. Book ahead for the best prices and to save time. Most hire cars have manual transmission, and you’ll pay a premium for an automatic. A small car will make it easier to negotiate narrow roads.




Parking

Many municipalities have replaced their parking meters with an app-based payment system, which is tricky if you don’t have a phone with an internet connection. However, most towns also have designated parking lots where you can pay for parking in cash at the exit kiosks.




Water Taxis

Water taxis are a common sight during summer, but they’re harder to find outside of the high season. Look for them at the marinas – they can be hailed from the shore for a short trip along the coast or to one of the islands. Some boats advertise set cruises.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right

.03

Blood alcohol limit is 0.03%
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Drive with headlights on (even during the day)








Money

CURRENCY: EURO (€)
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Tipping

Tipping isn’t expected but is usually appreciated. In cafes, bars and taxis, round up to the nearest euro. In restaurants, leave up to 10%, but only if you’re satisfied with the service. If you’re not completely satisfied, don’t feel obliged to leave anything. Tipping in hotels is unusual.

Cash & Banks

It pays to have coins and small notes to hand when paying for coffees and the like. ATMs tend to dispense large notes, and it can be difficult to break them. Thankfully, banks will split them, but expect to queue (take a ticket and wait).

Credit Cards

Credit cards are widely accepted, especially for accommodation, petrol and restaurants. However, don’t rely on them at cafes, bars, kiosks and museums.

Digital Payment

Digital payment through phones and smart watches is not yet so common, but this is likely to change in the future.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

Museum ticket
free–€8

National park ticket
€3–5

Boat trip on Lake Skadar
around €15 per person for two hours

Kayak rental
single/double per hour €5/10



HOW TO… Save Some Euros

Kotor and Cetinje both offer combined rates for their museums – although it’s not always mentioned. Museji Kotor (Museums Kotor) includes three museums in Kotor itself, plus the Perast Town Museum and Risan’s Roman Mosaics (€12 combined, €15 individually). Cetinje’s National Museum offers a ticket for the National Museum, the Njegoš Mausoleum and the Njegoš Birth House (€20 combined, €33 individually).


MONTENEGRO ON A SHOESTRING

While prices have shot up, Montenegro doesn’t have to be an expensive destination. There are some good hostels around and, if there’s a group of you, apartment rental can be very affordable. Portions at most restaurants are usually far too big and are easy to split between two, perhaps with a salad on the side. At beaches, loungers are pricey, but it’s free to throw down a towel. Pass on the €8 to climb Kotor’s crowded walls and head to deserted, free-to-visit Žabljak Crnojevića and Haj-Nehaj instead. Monasteries and mosques are always free.
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LOCAL TIP

An annual pass for all five of Montenegro’s national parks costs €14. Given that admission is otherwise €3 or €5 per day, it’s a good deal. Scan this QR code to buy your annual pass.
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Accommodations

Private Accommodation

There’s a long history, dating back to Yugoslav times and even before, of families renting rooms (sobe) and apartments (apartmani) in these parts. While the days of black-clad women holding signs at bus stations are over, you will find a good range of affordable options online. Apartments will always have their own bathroom and at least a kitchenette.

Yugoslav-era Hotels

The explosion of tourism in Yugoslavia in the 1970s and ’80s coincided with the development of a distinctive homegrown style of architecture that is distinguished by bold, angular shapes. While the whims of fashion have seen many left to languish, some (notably Hotel Podgorica and Kolašin’s Bianca Resort & Spa) have been restored. Thankfully, the chain-smoking staff have long been consigned to memory.

Hostels

Hostels have made a relatively recent appearance on the scene, and some great places have sprung up – particularly in Kotor, Budva, Stari Bar, Ulcinj, Podgorica and Žabljak. Some are little different from private rentals split into dorms, but the better, custom-built places have well-considered communal spaces. Most have some sort of kitchen. Shared bathrooms are the norm.

Eko Selo & Etno Selo

Selo means ‘village’, which, combined with the eko or etno designation, usually refers to a collection of rustic wooden cabins in a remote location. The facilities can vary widely: from self-contained cottages with kitchens, bathrooms and barbecues, to single-room huts with shared toilet facilities. They’re almost always run by families, and they’re great places for kids.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN…

a hostel dorm
from €15

an eko-selo cabin
from €25

a one-bedroom apartment
from €40
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Camping

Facilities at campgrounds tend to be basic, often with squat toilets and limited water facilities. Some national parks have cabin-style accommodation, but most campgrounds don’t. During summer, when shepherds in the mountainous areas take their flocks to the higher meadows, you can ask permission to pitch your tent next to one of their traditional katun huts.



TOURIST SEASON & TOURIST TAXES

Another hangover from Yugoslav days is the idea that tourism should be packed into a tidy ‘season’ – typically summer (when prices peak), but now stretching from around April to October. Outside of these months, many tourist-operated businesses close completely, including some hotels.

Accommodation providers are required to collect a tourist tax on behalf of their guests (usually around €1–2 per person per night, set by the local municipality). It’s sometimes included in the quoted rate but more often added to the bill at the end.






Family Travel

Children are both fussed over and given free rein in Montenegro, making it a stress-free place for a family holiday. Although child-targeted attractions are few, the classic combo of sunshine and safe beaches appeals to all ages, and there’s plenty of opportunity to escape into nature on hikes, kayaks, bikes and boats.


Concessions

Most sights and activities offer half-price tickets for children under 16. Those under five often pay only a nominal amount or get in for free. Enquire about family tickets, which usually cover two adults and two children.


Eating Out

You won’t often find children’s menus, but the ubiquity of child-friendly favourites like pasta, pizza and chips (fries) makes mealtime easy. Pekare (bakeries) are also a good choice, and most kids love the filo-filled burek (meat or cheese pastry), despite – or because of – the crumbly mess it makes. Fresh fruit is easy to come by. Highchairs are the exception rather than the rule at restaurants.




Getting Around

You’ll struggle to push strollers along the cobbled lanes and stairways in the older towns, and you’ll often find yourself having to trundle them along dangerous roads due to parked cars blocking the footpaths. A baby carrier or sling takes up less luggage space and makes exploring much easier. Ask in advance about car seats if you’re renting a car or hiring a taxi.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Velika Plaža

Montenegro’s biggest beach has toddler-friendly shallow waters and space for sandcastle construction.

Vrbanj Adventure Park

Kids aged six and up can negotiate the ropes of this confidence course on the slopes of Mt Orjen.

Lipa Cave

There’s no minimum age for this well-lit and spacious cave complex near Cetinje. Trips begin with a ride on the tourist train.

Porto Montenegro

A playground shaped liked a pirate ship and real-life navy submarines will have everyone enthralled.
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OLD TOWNS & CRUMBLING RUINS

Only the most imagination-deprived grown-ups could fail to be transported into the distant past by the streetscapes of Montenegro’s Stari Gradovi (Old Towns). The car-less streets and squares of the historic hearts of Kotor, Budva and Herceg Novi offer little ones the chance to charge around in relative safety.

Older kids will love the opportunity to hike to the ruins of forgotten castles, but be aware that health and safety officers are but a distant legend in Montenegro. Don’t expect gaping holes to be fenced off or well shafts to be covered.






Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Travel insurance isn’t legally required to visit Montenegro, but it is strongly advised. Consider a policy that covers you for the worst possible scenario, such as an accident requiring an emergency flight home. If you’re an EU citizen, you will be covered for most emergency medical care, except for repatriation.
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Cowboy Operators

Safety standards can be lax in Montenegro. Tragically, tourists have died in avoidable rafting and ziplining accidents. Be wary when booking activities – cheapest isn’t always best. When choosing an operator, ask around and check online reviews. When rafting, make sure you’re given a functioning helmet and life jacket. Don’t go canyoning in bad weather.

Extreme Weather

Europe is becoming more prone to heatwaves, and temperatures around Podgorica occasionally push over 40°C. Montenegro’s mountains are prone to sudden summertime storms, including lightning, hail and strong winds. If hiking, check the forecast and seek local advice. Landslides can occur during heavy rain, especially along the river canyons.


TAP WATER

Tap water is generally drinkable, unless you’re staying in a remote location without a town supply. If you’re unsure, ask.



Wildlife

Some parts of Montenegro are genuinely wild, and bears, wolves and lynx do lurk in remote corners. Relax – you’re extremely unlikely to ever actually come across them. You may see snakes, though. Montenegro has over a dozen snake species, but only three of them are venomous: the common adder, the karst adder and the nose-horned viper (considered Europe’s most dangerous; pictured).
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SNAKE BITES

To avoid getting bitten, don’t walk barefoot or stick your hands into holes. Half of those who have been bitten by venomous snakes are not actually injected with poison (envenomed). If bitten, immobilise the limb with a splint, firmly apply a bandage over the site and seek medical help. Do not apply a tourniquet, or cut or suck the bite.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Doručak: (7am to 9am) Breakfast typically consists of bread with cheese and cured meat, or perhaps a sweet pastry.

Ručak: (1pm to 3pm) Lunch is traditionally the main family meal. It might start with soup, followed by salad and cooked meat or fish.

Večera: (7pm to 9pm) Typically a lighter meal, possibly just bread with cured meat, cheese and olives.



Where to Eat & Drink

Konoba: An informal, family-run tavern serving local cuisine.

Restoran: A title reserved for more upmarket restaurants or nontraditional ones.

Pekara: A bakery serving bread and pastries, both savoury and sweet.

Buregdžnica: Specialists in the savoury cheese and meat pastries known as burek.

Pečenjara: Roast-meat specialists, especially spit roasts.

Kafana/Kafe/Kafe-Bar/Bar/Pub: Used almost interchangeably to refer to a place where you can sit for hours and drink coffee or alcohol. Kafana is typically more upmarket, pub is more downmarket. Food is sometimes served.
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MENU DECODER

Jelovnik/Meni: Menu

Predjela: Starters

Salate: Salads

Glavna jela: Main courses

Deserti/Poslastice: Desserts

Jela sa roštilja: Grilled/barbecued dishes

Hljeb: Bread

Supa: Soup

Riba/riblja: Fish

Meso: Meat

Piletina: Chicken

Svinjetina: Pork

Jagnjetina: Lamb

Teletina: Veal

Biftek: Beef steak

Hladna: Cold

Vegetarijanska: Vegetarian

Kolač: Cake

Sladoled: Ice cream

Crno vino: Red wine

Bijelo vino: White wine

Pivo: Beer

Voda: Water

Gasirana: Carbonated/sparkling

Bez gas: Without gas/still

Led: Ice

Sok: Juice

Kafa: Coffee

Čaj: Tea, usually herbal



HOW TO… Order Seafood

On the coast, seafood restaurants offer a selection of fish soups and stews, seafood risottos, and grilled squid and fish. Inland, freshwater fish such as trout, carp and eel are the norm. Fishing is forbidden on Lake Skadar during spawning season (mid-March to mid-May), at which time dried, marinated or smoked fish will take the place of fresh fish.

Whole fish is usually priced by the kilogram. At better restaurants, you’ll be presented with a tray of fish at your table to select from. It’s all done with great theatricality, and waiters will usually suggest the fish they consider best. However, Montenegrin portions are huge, so don’t be afraid to ask for something smaller. To avoid paying more than you’d like, ask the approximate weight before deciding. When the grilled fish returns, the performance continues as it and its accompaniments are silver-served to your plate.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

Glass of wine
€3.50–7

Beer
€1.50–5

Espresso
€1.30–2

Soup
€2.50–3.50

Portion of Lake Skadar fish
€9–15

Main course in Budva’s Old Town
€16–25

Slice of cake
€2.50–3



HOW TO… Order & Pay

Serving staff in Montenegro tend to be older and more formally dressed than you may be used to, and they’re almost always male. While their age and dress code may suggest that the role is held in greater esteem, it doesn’t always equate to better service. In fact, there are plenty of things about the local ways of doing things that visitors can find frustrating.

Whether you’re in a restaurant or a bar, keep note of your waiter, as they’re the ones responsible for taking all of your orders and settling your bill. There’s little point flagging down another member of staff if yours has mysteriously gone AWOL.

When the waiter delivers your order, they’ll drop the račun (bill) into a little glass on the table, and they’ll add this up when you’re ready to leave. This is a legal requirement, in case a tax inspector drops by. If your waiter is about to finish their shift, they may ask you to settle up, but that doesn’t mean you’re expected to leave. The old bills will then disappear and a new waiter will start from scratch.

When you’re ready to go, don’t be surprised if your waiter is nowhere to be seen. This can be infuriating, especially if you’re in a rush. On the other hand, you’ll never feel like you’re being rushed out.
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Take a Seat

In bars, take a seat and wait to be served. While bar staff in tourist areas are used to foreigners coming up to the counter to order, it’s not usually the done thing.




GOING OUT

Montenegrins love to hang out in cafes and bars. In warm weather, tables spill out onto the streets, and groups of friends sit around for hours, chatting and watching the passing parade. You’ll never feel hurried to vacate your table. In fact, it’s perfectly acceptable to sit on a single drink for as long as you like. If you’re heading out with locals, be aware that the person doing the inviting usually does the paying. Note that meeting over breakfast or brunch isn’t common, although places in touristy areas usually offer some cooked breakfast options for travellers.

In the golden hour before sunset, locals partake in the ritual the Italians know as passeggiata – a long leisurely stroll (šetnja) along the main street or square, stopping along the way to chat with friends. There’s no age limit on this simple pleasure: toddlers potter about merrily while their older siblings kick a ball around and their parents and grandparents reminisce with distant cousins and colleagues. In summer, you’ll often encounter live music in the squares and on outdoor stages. Keep an eye out for posters advertising performances.

Nightclubs in Montenegro are quite different from what you’ll find in London, New York or Sydney. Rather than the focus being on a packed dancefloor, you’ll usually find most people standing in small groups around tiny tables. Flashy lads order whole bottles of spirits to share with their mates, but Montenegrin women don’t tend to drink much, if at all.








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 off-setting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to off-set the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

[image: jpg]

cveiv/Getty Images ©

Avoid Cruise Ships

Cruise ships are contributing hugely to overtourism in Kotor. If you’ve already booked a cruise, consider exploring independently when you arrive, hence supporting local businesses directly rather than booking shore packages through the cruise line (which takes a cut).

Go Loco for Local

Channel money directly to small-scale producers by shopping at roadside stalls and green markets, and visiting village wineries. Traditional treats include pršut (smoke-dried ham), med (honey), sir (cheese; pictured) and various fruit liqueurs and rakije (fruit brandies). You may also find knitwear, woollen mats and wooden items.


Forty Montenegrin beaches have gained the Blue Flag environmental certification. See blueflag.global for more info.




Montenegro’s coastal towns are packed to the gills every summer. You can avoid contributing to overtourism by visiting the small towns in the north and east that get a fraction of the tourists.
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SUPPORTING LOCAL

Outside of the major towns and cities, almost all accommodation and hospitality businesses are owned and operated by local families, meaning your money is directly supporting the local community.

EV CHARGING

Montenegro has an expanding network of EV charging stations (see electromaps.com, placetoplug.com and chargemap.com).

Discover Undiscovered Montenegro

Specialising in small-group itineraries, the environmentally minded crew at Undiscovered Montenegro will get you out into nature on guided hikes, cycles, kayaks and cruises. If you’re a bird lover, they offer a week-long itinerary under the guidance of a local scientist. Scan this QR code to book a tour.
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Join a Research Expedition

Responsible Travel, in association with French NGO Objectif Sciences International, offers a 10-day, small-group, Balkan Lynx wildlife conservation holiday into the mountains of eastern Montenegro, staying in katuni – shepherds’ traditional mountain huts. Scan this QR code to find out more.
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Important Habitats

Local environmentalists have successfully campaigned to create Ulcina Salina Nature Park on the site of an abandoned saltpan, protecting an important habitat for migratory birds, including Dalmatian pelicans and pink flamingos.


With a little bit of planning, it’s possible to get to most places by bus. Trains are only useful for travelling through the centre of the country, from Bar to Bijelo Polje and from Podgorica to Nikšić.




One man’s passion for rescuing neglected and abused donkeys has turned into a feel-good attraction near Danilovgrad. Martinići Donkey Farm opens to visitors on Sunday mornings. Contact them through Facebook to find out more.




Ecological Montenegro

In 1991, Montenegro declared itself to be the world’s first ‘ecological state’, but it’s difficult to understand what this actually means in a country where plastic clogs the rivers, recycling is rudimentary and development appears unbridled.




RESOURCES

nparkovi.me
Website devoted to Montenegro’s five national parks.
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greenhome.co.me
Local organisation dedicated to environmental protection and sustainable development.
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wwfadria.org
Region-wide outpost of the WWF.

[image: jpg]








LGBTIQ+ Travelers

Montenegrin society is deeply homophobic, and life for local LGBTIQ+ people can be very difficult. In 2013, Zdravko Cimbaljević – described as Montenegro’s ‘first openly gay man’ – was granted refugee status in Canada due to the high risk of violence in his home country. That said, LGBTIQ+ travellers are unlikely to encounter problems, as long as they’re okay with having to be discreet.
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Montenegro Pride

In October each year, upwards of 200 brave individuals take to the streets of Podgorica to celebrate Montenegro Pride. In recent years, the parades have been fairly uneventful, but that wasn’t always the case. The first Pride marches – in Budva and Podgorica in 2013 – ended in rioting, with dozens of people injured. The following year, Podgorica’s mayor and various foreign ambassadors joined the parade. They’ve since passed without serious incident. The event is organised by Kvir Montenegro (aka Queer Montenegro). See their Facebook and Instagram for details.


ACCOMMODATION

It is illegal to discriminate when providing services in Montenegro, including accommodation. You’re unlikely to have any problems checking into hotels, but you might strike the odd surly staff member. Private accommodation is usually fine as well. If you’re okay with being discreet, they’ll probably presume you’re straight, as sharing beds with friends isn’t unheard of.




The Legal Situation

Yugoslavia (including Montenegro) decriminalised homosexuality in 1977 with an equal age of consent (14 years), putting it well ahead of most of the world. Antidiscrimination legislation was enacted in 2010, and hate-crime laws in 2014. Same-sex relationships were recognised in law in 2021, but marriage is banned.



LOCAL ASSOCIATIONS

As well as organising Montenegro Pride, Kvir Montenegro advocates against homophobia and for legal equality. (facebook.com/Queer.Montenegro)

Asocijacija Spektra aims to give a ‘strong voice’ to trans, gender-diverse and intersex people in Montenegro. (asocijacijaspektra.org)

MAKING CONNECTIONS

Local gay and bisexual men tend to connect via apps or take their chances at a handful of cruisy clothing-optional beaches. These include Ada Bojana – head along the beach, away from the resort; the rocky beach under Ratac Abbey, near Bar; and the Budva end of Jaz Beach. Other LGTBIQ+ members will find it harder to access the local community.


Bar? None

Where’s the party? The answer’s nowhere. You won’t find any gay or lesbian venues in Montenegro. Some places have a reputation for being more progressive than others – such as Casper in Budva’s Old Town and 201 Engaging Space in Podgorica – but unfortunately, discretion is still advised.








Accessible Travel

There is very little provision for travellers with disabilities in Montenegro. Those with impaired mobility will find the cobbled lanes and steps very challenging.


Footpath Obstacles

It’s common in Montenegro for cars to park on footpaths (presuming there is a footpath in the first place), making things exceptionally difficult for wheelchair users and parents/guardians pushing prams.


Airport

Both Podgorica and Tivat airports provide services for passengers with limited mobility but require 48 hours notice of the specific requirements. This can include assistance at check-in, customs, security, baggage claim, and on and off the plane.




Accommodation

Wheelchair-accessible rooms are hard to find and tend to be limited to top-end hotels. Good options include Hotel Splendid in Bečići, Maestral Resort & Casino in Pržno and Hotel Agape in Bar.



MUSEUMS

There’s surprisingly little provision for people with disabilities in Montenegro’s museums. Museums Kotor have made the most effort, with ramp/lift access at St Paul’s Church, Perast Town Museum and Risan’s Roman Mosaics.

Tours

Sage Travelling offers three wheelchair-accessible tours targeted at people arriving in Kotor by cruise ship. Scan this QR code to find out more.
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Holiday Packages

Globtour Montenegro offer a specialised service for clients with disabilities. They also arrange for a personal-care attendant. Scan this QR code to find out more.
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RESOURCES

Udruženje mladih sa hendikepom Crne Gore (UMHCG) is an advocacy organisation for youths with disabilities. They publish Disability Info magazine (in Montenegrin), which is available from their website (umhcg.com)
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Savez Slijepih Crne Gore is the principal organisation for people with vision impairment in Montenegro and publishes a monthly magazine in Montenegrin called Zvučna revija (Sound Show). (ss-cg.org)
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CATHEDRALS

Ramps have been provided at St Tryphon’s Cathedral in Kotor, the Cathedral of Christ’s Resurrection in Podgorica and the Cathedral of St Jovan Vladimir in Bar. Sadly, these are the exceptions rather than the rule.


The Old Towns of Kotor and Budva aren’t too bad for wheelchair-users, given that they’re flat and car-free. The flagstones are smooth and marbled, with grouting in between. Herceg Novi, Stari Bar and Ulcinj, however, are full of steps.








Manners & Mannerisms

Every culture has its rules for good behaviour, and Montenegro is no different. If you want to fit in and avoid causing offence, here are some handy tips.


Crossing the Vi/Ti Barrier

Formality is a mark of respect in Montenegro. Hence, titles are commonly used in business situations and when referring to older people.

Like many languages, Montenegrin has a formal and informal verb form. The polite way to say ‘you are’ is vi ste, used when talking to older people and other adults that you’ve just met. The informal ti si is used with children, family members of the same generation and close friends. Don’t barrel in with informalities, thinking you’re just being friendly, as it may offend. Let the Montenegrin take the lead with a Kako si? (the informal way of saying ‘How are you?’), or an invitation to call them by their first name.

Once you’ve crossed the barrier from vi to ti, stiff handshakes are switched for kisses on both cheeks and plenty of physical familiarity (maintaining personal space isn’t an option). Montenegrins and Serbs kiss cheeks three times, while the Croatian minority will even things up (two or four kisses).

Visiting Someone’s Home

If you’re lucky enough to be invited to someone’s home, jump at the chance – Montenegrins are warm and generous hosts. Take your shoes off when you arrive (unless your host insists otherwise). If you’re offered a pair of slippers to wear, use them. It’s polite to bring a small gift such as flowers (an odd number, for luck), a house plant, coffee or a sweet treat. However, don’t show up with bags of food you bought at the market – they may think you’re implying that they can’t afford to feed you.

It pays to arrive with an empty stomach, as Montenegrins like nothing more than to overfeed their guests. Start with a small portion, as you’re bound to be pressed to eat more.

Eating & Drinking with Locals

The general rule is that whoever does the asking does the paying. That’s why coffee catch-ups are so popular here – they’re a cheap way to hang out with your mates.

While wine and rakija –an industrial-strength spirit – are ubiquitous, Montenegro doesn’t have the kind of unhealthy drinking culture common in many Western nations. Montenegrins prefer to drink in moderation, and being drunk is generally frowned upon (especially for women).

Drinking without making a toast is seen as extremely rude, as is failing to make eye contact while you do so. The most common toast is Živjeli!, which means ‘To life!’
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CONVERSATIONS TO AVOID

The old ‘don’t mention the war’ adage is sage advice here. Politics, religion, history and ethnicity can be absolute minefields in Montenegro, so tread very cautiously and avoid raising these topics. Bear in mind that the country’s history is complex, and each community has its own biases and narratives. Follow the cue of the local you’re spending time with, and listen to their perspective – even if it appears blatantly wrong to you. Even if they are wrong, a foreigner’s attempts to set the record straight are never going to go down well.








Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

You’ll soon realise that most Montenegrins have a very flexible approach to opening hours, meaning that the following times are only rough estimates. In tourist areas, opening times can vary throughout the year.

Banks: 8am–5pm Monday to Friday, to noon on Saturday.

Post offices: 7am–8pm Monday to Friday, sometimes Saturday mornings.

Restaurants: noon–11pm or midnight.

Cafes and bars: 8am–11pm or midnight.

Shops: 9am–8pm.


GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone: GMT+1

Country calling code:+382

Emergency number: 112

Population: 602,000



Smoking

Smoking is banned in most indoor public spaces (including on public transport and in hotel lobbies, restaurants, bars and clubs, but not casinos), although you may still strike people lighting up inside. Many hotels also forbid smoking in the rooms.


Toilets

Sit-down toilets are the norm, though you’ll still occasionally find squat toilets.

Weights & Measures

Montenegro uses the metric system. Decimal places are indicated by commas.



Electricity Type F 230V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

The main holidays are listed below. Montenegro’s ethnic minorities may substitute their own religious holidays for the Orthodox ones. This includes Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha (Islam); Easter, Christmas and All Souls’ Day (Catholicism); and Passover and Yom Kippur (Judaism).

New Year’s Day
1 and 2 January

Orthodox Christmas
6, 7 and 8 January

Orthodox Good Friday & Easter Monday
Dates vary, usually April/May

Labour Day
1 and 2 May

Independence Day
21 and 22 May

Statehood Day
13 and 14 July

Njegoš Day, the Montenegrin Holiday of Culture
13 November






Language

The official language of Montenegro is Montenegrin, but other languages used in the country include Albanian, Bosnian, Croatian and Serbian.


Basics

Hello. Zdravo. zdra·vo

Goodbye. Do viđenja. do vi·je·nya

Yes. Da. da

No. Ne. ne

Please. Molim. mo·leem

Thank you. Hvala. hva·la

Excuse me. Oprostite. o·pro·stee·te

Sorry. Žao mi je. zha·o mee ye

What’s your name? Kako se zovete? ka·ko se zo·ve·te

My name is … Zovem se … zo·vem se…

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

I don’t understand. Ne razumijem. ne ra·zoo·mee·yem

Directions

Where’s…? Gdje je…? gdye ye…

What’s the address?

Koja je adresa? ko·ya ye a·dre·sa

Can you show me (on the map)?

Možete li da mi pokažete (na mapi)? mo·zhe·te lee da mee po·ka·zhe·te (na ma·pee)

Signs

Ulaz Entrance

Izlaz Exit

Toaleti/WC Toilets

Muški Men

Ženski Women

Otvoreno Open

Zatvoreno Closed

Zabranjeno Prohibited

Time

What time is it? Koliko je sati? ko·lee·ko ye sa·tee

It’s (10) o’clock. (Deset) je sati. (de·set) ye sa·tee

Half past (10). (Deset) i po. (de·set) ee po

morning jutro. yoo·tro

afternoon poslijepodne. po·slee·ye·pod·ne

evening veče. ve·che

yesterday juče. yoo·che

today danas. da·nas

tomorrow sutra. soo·tra

Emergencies

Help! Upomoć! oo·po·moch

Leave me alone! Ostavite me na miru! o·sta·vee·te me na mee·roo

I’m ill. Ja sam bolestan/bolesna. (m/f) ya sam bo·le·stan/bo·le·sna

Call a doctor! Zovite ljekara! zo·vee·te lye·ka·ra

Call the police! Zovite policiju! zo·vee·te po·lee·tsee·yoo

Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend?

Šta biste preporučili? shta bee·ste pre·po·roo·chee·lee

That was delicious.

To je bilo izvrsno. to ye bee·lo eez·vr·sno

Please bring the menu/bill.

Molim vas donesite jelovnik/račun. mo·leem vas do·ne·see·te ye·lov·neek/ra·choon


NUMBERS

1

jedan ye·dan

2

dva dva

3

tri tree

4

četiri che·tee·ree

5

pet pet

6

šest shest

7

sedam se·dam

8

osam o·sam

9

devet de·vet

10

deset de·set



MUTUAL INTELLIGIBILITY

Montenegrin belongs to the western group of the South Slavic language family. It is very similar to other languages in this group (Serbian, Croatian and Bosnian), and there are only slight variations in pronunciation and vocabulary between them.

Politics

Until the disintegration of Yugoslavia in the 1990s, the language spoken by Bosnians, Croats, Montenegrins and Serbs was called Serbo-Croatian. Nowadays, in an effect to sidestep any political connotations, you’ll often hear locals using a neutral term such as ‘mother tongue (maternji jezik)’ or ‘our language (naš jezik)’.

Scripts

The earliest written language used in present-day Montenegro was Old Church Slavonic, which was standardised in the 800s by St Cyril, a Byzantine monk who also developed an alphabet for it (Glagolitic). This was eventually superseded by the Cyrillic alphabet, which was named after him. Both the Cyrillic and Latin alphabets are used in Montenegro today.


Cyrillic Alphabet

Both Latin and Cyrillic alphabets are used in Montenegro. It’s worth familiarising yourself with the latter in case you come across it on menus, timetables or street signs.

In 2009 two new letters – indicated in the following list with an asterisk (*) – were introduced to the Montenegrin alphabet.

А а        a

Б б        b

В в        v

Г г        g

Д д        d

Ђ ђ        j

Е е        e

Ж ж        zh

З з        z

* З́ з́        soft zh

И и        i

Ј ј        y

К к        k

Л л        l

Љ љ        ly

М м        m

Н н        n

Њ њ        ny

О о        o

П п        p

Р р        r

С с        s

* С́ с́        soft sh

Т т        t

Ћ ћ        soft ch

У у        u

Ф ф        f

Х х        h

Ц ц        ts

Ч ч        ch

Џ џ        j

Ш ш        sh



WHO SPEAKS MONTENEGRIN?

Most of Montenegro’s population speaks one of the South Slavic languages, though not all of them will call it ‘Montenegrin’

[image: jpg]








THE MONTENEGRO

STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deeply into different aspects of Montenegrin life


A History of Montenegro in 15 Places

Montenegro’s backstory told through the sites of each era

Peter Dragicevich

Meet the Montenegrins

Relishing simplicity, savouring the delights of great cuisine, and easily forging new friendships – Montenegrins explained

Andjela Djokic

Identity Crisis

There are few issues as fraught as that of ethnic identity in Montenegro – and that’s not about to change

Peter Dragicevich

Artistic Icons

Montenegro is a country of impressive artistic achievements – and not all these icons hang in churches

Peter Dragicevich

Eight Tastes of Montenegro

The traditional treats you should seek out while you’re travelling

Peter Dragicevich
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A HISTORY OF MONTENEGRO IN
15 places

It has been said that the Balkans produce more history than they can consume, and there’s no doubt that Montenegro has a glut of the stuff. This section aims to lead you through its complicated backstory via sites that are representative of each major era.


MONTENEGRINS DON’T HAVE the luxury of relegating their history to classrooms and dusty books. Events that happened centuries ago continue to have a direct bearing on everyday life here, and people discuss 600-year-old grievances as if they happened yesterday.

Sitting on the dividing lines of civilisations is not necessarily a comfortable perch. Most of Europe’s major divisions of the last 1500 years have played out here. When the Roman Empire was divided into Western and Eastern (Byzantine) administrative halves in 395 CE, the line went straight through present-day Montenegro. When the Christian Church officially split into western (Roman Catholic) and eastern (Orthodox) strands in 1054, as part of the Great Schism, the people of these parts were once more caught in the middle. And, again, when the Ottoman Turks brought their Islamic Caliphate right into the heart of Europe in the 14th and 15th centuries, here is where the border eventually fell.

Throughout the centuries, and right into the modern age, one group’s revenge attack has become another group’s atrocity requiring retribution, one group’s liberators another group’s oppressors. Each ethnic and religious community has its own tales to tell, making this a complex country with many distinct histories. We can only attempt to scrape the surface.

1. Risan’s Roman mosaics

EXIT ILLYRIA, ENTER ROME

The first known tribes to inhabit the eastern Adriatic were the Illyrians, whose language and culture had spread across the region by 1000 BCE. In 228 BCE, Illyrian Queen Teuta retreated to her stronghold in Risan after her attacks on passing ships incurred the wrath of Rome. Within 60 years, Rome would conquer all of Illyria.

Nothing much remains of Illyrian Risan, but the lavish lifestyles of its Roman conquerors are demonstrated in a set of mosaics – dating from around 200 CE – that once formed the floor of a large villa.

2. Doclea

THE ROMAN CENTURIES

Today, all that remains of the Roman city of Doclea are some ruins poking up from a field on the northern fringe of Podgorica. After the Romans defeated the Illyrians, present-day Montenegro became part of the province of Dalmatia. Doclea grew into an important trading city and became the capital of a new Roman province, Praevalitana.

Over the centuries, the Roman Empire gradually declined in the face of incursions by invaders from the north and east. Doclea remained under Byzantine rule after the Western Roman Empire fell in 476, but that didn’t prevent it from being sacked and eventually destroyed.

3. Cathedral of St Jovan Vladimir

ENTER THE SLAVS

Bar’s Serbian Orthodox cathedral was only completed in 2016, but it owes its position in this chronology to its namesake – Jovan Vladimir, Prince of Duklja – who was born near Bar in around 990. He’s considered the first Serbian saint, and his life story is illustrated in frescoes inside the church.

Slavic tribes (including the Serbs and Croats) had reached the Adriatic by the early 7th century and, unlike previous waves of invaders, these ones stuck around. Duklja was an early Serbian state that sprang up in the 10th century in present-day Montenegro, taking its name from Doclea.

4. Reževići Monastery

SERBIA’S GOLDEN AGE

This coastal monastery was founded in 1226 by Stefan Nemanjić, the first Serbian king, in gratitude for an act of hospitality by local people. The Nemanjići presided over what is considered the golden age of Serbia. It was under them that Serbia (which then included present-day Montenegro) expanded its territory, achieved independence from Byzantium and became a kingdom.

It was Stefan’s brother Rastko who negotiated with the Patriarch of Constantinople to declare the Serbian Orthodox Church autocephalous (self-governing) and became its first archbishop. He’s now better known as St Sava. Look for frescoes of King Stefan, St Sava and their father, St Simeon, inside the church.

[image: jpg]

Risan’s Roman mosaics | lara-sh/Shutterstock ©

5. Kotor’s Old Town

VENICE’S TURN

Kotor was an Illyrian fortress and then a Roman town before the Slavs arrived. As a quasi-independent city state in the Middle Ages, it was passed between all the regional powerbrokers. While the Great Schism of 1054 officially split Christianity in two, in places like Kotor, things carried on as they’d always done, with Orthodox and Roman Catholic Christians sharing some churches for centuries.

The Venetians took the city in 1420 (along with the entire coast of present-day Montenegro) and kept hold of Kotor until Napoleon snuffed out the republic in 1797. It’s the Venetians we have to thank for Kotor’s striking good looks.

6. Žabljak Crnojevića

HERE COME THE OTTOMANS

Nothing captures the romantic ideal of a lost realm like a ruined castle, and Žabljak Crnojevića certainly does the job.

By 1346, the Serbian kingdom had become a Serbian empire, and the southern half of present-day Montenegro was a semiautonomous principality known as Zeta. The empire wasn’t to last long, however, with the Ottoman Turks pushing west into the Serbian heartland in the 1380s.

Zeta continued to hold out and, in 1466, Duke Ivan Crnojević (then aligned with Venice) moved his capital to Žabljak. It finally fell to the Ottomans in 1478, and Crnojević was forced to run to the hills.

7. Cetinje Monastery

MONTENEGRIN IDENTITY ARISES

Ivan Crnojević led a beleaguered group of Zetan survivors to the defensible heights of Mt Lovćen in 1482, establishing a court and monastery at what was to become Cetinje. It was around this time that the Venetians down in Kotor began calling Lovćen the ‘Monte Negro’ (meaning ‘black mountain’).

Crnojević eventually accepted Ottoman suzerainty. His youngest son converted to Islam and in 1514 became governor of the Sanjak of Montenegro, an official part of the Ottoman Empire. The Montenegrin clans had other ideas, and in 1516, they elected a man named Vavila as Metropolitan of Cetinje Monastery and their first vladika (prince-bishop).

8. Biljarda

A COUNTRY TAKES SHAPE

The Montenegrins enjoyed a degree of autonomy under their prince-bishops, but Cetinje had been sacked by the Ottomans several times and remained (nominally at least) under their rule. In 1696, Danilo Petrović Njegoš was elected vladika, declaring himself ‘Warlord of all the Serb lands’ and founding the Petrović dynasty. As Orthodox bishops can’t marry, the title was passed from uncle to nephew. Petar II Petrović Njegoš took up the role in 1830 and set about aiming to create a functioning modern government. Built in 1838, Njegoš’ Biljarda Palace, a gift from his Russian allies, exemplifies Montenegro’s transition from a federation of unruly tribes to a nascent state.

9. Museum of King Nikola

FROM THEOCRACY TO MONARCHY

Things had moved quickly by the time this Cetinje palace was completed in 1871. Njegoš was succeeded by his youngest brother who, with the backing of Russia, declared himself prince rather than vladika. His nephew went one better, taking on the title of King Nikola I (there never was a second).

Nikola continued modernising – building roads, introducing the telegraph and opening Montenegro’s first-ever school for girls. His nine daughters were some of his greatest diplomatic assets, with five of them marrying into European royal families (one became queen of Italy), earning Nikola the nickname ‘the father-in-law of Europe’.

10. Stari Bar

MONTENEGRO MAKES IT OFFICIAL

Although Montenegrins proudly celebrate their liberation from the Ottomans, the ruins of Stari Bar show the other side of the story. This ancient walled city was destroyed by Montenegrin shelling in 1878.

As uprisings against Ottoman rule kicked off across the empire, Montenegro and a revived Serbia both declared war on Turkey. By 1878, Montenegro had expanded north to the Tara River and south to the coast, effectively tripling in size. Nikšić, Podgorica, Žabljak, Kolašin, Bar and Ulcinj all became part of Montenegro for the first time.

Both Montenegro and Serbia were officially recognised as independent at the subsequent Congress of Berlin that same year.

11. Pljevlja

THE FINAL PUSH

Montenegro’s most beautiful mosque takes centre stage in this northern town of Pljevlja, a tangible reminder of over 400 years of Ottoman rule. Over the course of those centuries, a large number of local families converted to Islam, over time creating a distinct South Slav Muslim (also known as Bosniak) culture and ethnic identity.

After the Congress of Berlin, the only thing separating the enlarged Montenegrin and Serbian kingdoms was the Ottoman-controlled Sanjak of Novi Pazar. During the Balkan Wars of 1912–13, this too disappeared, and the borders of Montenegro expanded to include the significant Muslim populations of Pljevlja, Bijelo Polje, Rožaje, Plav and Gusinje.

12. Villa Miločer

HAS ANYONE SEEN MONTENEGRO?

Gazing over one of Montenegro’s most beautiful beaches, this mansion was built in 1934 as the summer palace of the Yugoslav royal family.

It must have been galling to have been the only monarch on the winning side of WWI to have lost a kingdom, even more so if your son-in-law was the one taking it. This was the sad fate of King Nikola I. When Montenegro fell to Austria-Hungary in 1916, Nikola escaped to Italy, then France. At the war’s end, France prevented him from leaving, and Montenegro became part of the new Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, known as Yugoslavia.
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13. Kolašin

RE-EMERGING FROM THE ASHES

On Kolašin’s Trg boraca (Fighters Square) stands a Socialist Realist statue of a young Partisan couple marching to victory – Kolašin was a site of intense fighting during WWII.

During the war, Yugoslavia was carved up between Germany, Italy and a Croatian fascist puppet state, with the Italians taking Montenegro. Two main resistance groups led the fight against the occupiers: the Chetniks (Serbian nationalists) and the Partisans, led by Josip Broz Tito. The Partisans were multiethnic and communist-leaning, and ultimately earned the support of the Allies.

After the war, Tito became the president of a federal Yugoslavia, with Montenegro one of its six constituent states.

14. Šipčanik Wine Cellar

YUGOSLAVIA’S BLOODY FINAL CHAPTER

Once a secret underground airbase, Šipčanik is now a highly unusual wine cellar. The reason it came into being is linked to Yugoslavia’s disintegration.

In the early 1990s – for reasons too complicated to detail here – Yugoslavia started to fall apart, sparking a bloody civil war. There was no fighting on Montenegrin soil, but Montenegrin paramilitary groups, in conjunction with the Serb-dominated Yugoslav army, were responsible for the shelling of Dubrovnik.

The Šipčanik airbase was decommissioned after being hit by NATO bombing in 1999 – a campaign aimed at disrupting ethnic cleansing by the Yugoslav military in neighbouring Kosovo.

15. Porto Montenegro

SINGLE AND READY TO MINGLE

If anything symbolises Montenegro’s shift from communism to unbridled capitalism, it’s this glitzy superyacht development in Tivat. Public protests failed to prevent the awarding of what was then a state-owned shipyard and naval base to foreign investors in 2007.

Even before Yugoslavia officially ceased to exist in 2003, Montenegro was setting its sights on the West. After briefly entering a state union with Serbia, a slim majority of Montenegrins voted for independence in 2006. The newly minted country applied to join the European Union in 2008 (where it’s currently an official ‘candidate’), and joined NATO in 2017.





MEET THE
MONTENEGRINS

Meet the people who relish simplicity; who savour the delights of delectable cuisine and free-flowing rakija (fruit brandy); who easily forge new, close friendships, all the while bragging loudly. Andjela Djokic introduces her people.


THE STEREOTYPE HAS it that Montenegrins are lazy, but this statement holds only a partial truth. You see, the universe has blessed us with over 200 days of sunshine annually, and who wants to work on a day bathed in glorious warmth? We like to cherish our climate and revel in the embrace of nature.

And when it comes to nature, my country is like a catalogue of Earth’s wonders, comprising a stunning blend of mountains, sea, fjords, lakes and panoramic roads. And we like to tell you about it. You can be sure that locals will tell you that we have the most beautiful mountain in the world, the cleanest sea, the most famous village…In short, we love to brag! There is an old saying from the time of Yugoslavia: ‘We don’t want someone else’s, we don’t give our own.’ And so it is.

Small in Size

With fewer than a million inhabitants and a landmass that is among Europe’s most petite, Montenegro is small in size, but it’s colossal in courage, pride and passion. One of Europe’s tiniest gems boasts a spirit that defies its dimensions.

We are an open-minded, welcoming nation, something that is best depicted in our constitution as a multi-ethnic, multi-confessional, multi-national country. Our country’s story reflects the vibrant spirit that has helped us overcome challenges and transformations while preserving our identity. This rich embroidery of history and culture stands as a testament to our nation’s embrace of diversity – a spirit that knows no bounds and continues to inspire us all.

It is no wonder that most people I meet, welcome or host are amazed by this piece of paradise. We are very warm and generous, but also direct and loud. When visiting us, don’t get confused if we shout while talking and hold loud discussions at the table. We’re not fighting – this is just regular ‘small talk’ in Montenegro.

In terms of our history, the Mediterranean has always played a pivotal role, and Montenegro has been at the crossroads of crucial battles, powerful rulers, cataclysmic events and much cultural diversity. All of this has shaped us to become proud highlanders, and our pride is as tall as we are. After all, Montenegrins are the second-tallest people in Europe, and in the world.

The majority of Montenegro today is Christian Orthodox, but we have a significant percentage of Christian Catholics in the south. Muslims are mostly in the east, and small communities of Jews, Anglicans and other Protestants are dotted throughout. By country regulations, Montenegro is a democratic, secular country. In reality, some communities rely heavily and loudly on their religious values, while others keep it as an intimate sense of belonging.

We are passionate about our karst mountains, the deep blue Adriatic and the perpetual sunshine. This passion fuels us, and our legendary hospitality. Rural areas, with authentic hosts, offer the best glimpse into our traditional lifestyle.
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MY ORIGINS

I was born and raised in Nikšić, in central Montenegro – a crossroads of civilisations. My family is from the nearby rural areas. My grandpa was among the first to migrate to an urban area during Yugoslavia’s time, while now, two generations later, I’ve returned to my roots, establishing a rural travel business on the outskirts of my hometown.

Half of my life has been spent on Montenegro’s coast. My work has led me to explore the hidden corners of my country, unveiling variations in mentality, customs and lifestyles that enrich the understanding of my motherland.

While many seek opportunities elsewhere, I’ve chosen to stay and support the local community through my business. This path isn’t without its challenges: the remnants of socialism clash with capitalism, posing obstacles for creative entrepreneurs. But my hope is for Montenegro to address these issues, thus improving conditions for younger generations, motivating them to stay and contribute to our country’s growth.







IDENTITY
CRISIS

In Montenegro, few issues are as fraught as that of ethnic identity – as recent politics continue to demonstrate.


AS YOU GET to know Montenegro, you’ll be struck more by the similarities between its peoples than the differences: the close family bonds, the hospitality (in a personal setting, if not always in traditional service roles), the social conservatism, the fiery tempers and the passionate approach to life. Yet, questions of ethnicity here are so thickly embroiled with history, politics and religion that discussions of identity can become a minefield.

Tensions between Montenegrins and Serbs – traditionally the closest of cousins – came to a head in extraordinary scenes in 2021, when Montenegrin protestors blocked the roads into Cetinje to prevent the consecration of a new Serbian Orthodox Metropolitan of Montenegro.

So what’s going on?

Ethnicity vs Nationality

Throughout the Balkans, people tend to identify more by ethnicity than citizenship. This is hardly surprising, as a family that has never left their ancestral village may have had children born in Montenegro, parents born in the state union of Serbia and Montenegro, grandparents born in Yugoslavia, great-grandparents born in the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, and great-great-grandparents born in the Ottoman or Austro-Hungarian empires.

Countries may come and go, but self-identity is something else altogether. As such, it’s understandable that an Albanian, Bosniak (South Slavic Muslim), Croat or Serb might not call themselves Montenegrin, even if their family has lived in the area that is now Montenegro for generations.

In the last census (2011), the country’s main ethnic groups were Montenegrins (45%), Serbs (29%), Bosniaks (9%) and Albanians (5%). Montenegrins form the majority in the central municipalities (Cetinje, Podgorica, Danilovgrad, Nikšić, Šavnik, Žabljak, Kolašin and Mojkovac); Albanians in the southeast (Ulcinj); Bosniaks in the far east (Plav and Rožaje); and Serbs in parts of the north and east (Plužine, Pljevlja and Andrijevica). The other regions – including most of the coast – are more mixed.

To give you an idea of the kind of ethnic knots people tie themselves up in, smaller categories represented in the census include Montenegrin Serbs, Serb Montenegrins, Montenegrin Muslims, Muslim Montenegrins, Muslim Bosniaks, Bosniak Muslims, Bosnians, and Muslims.

In fact, these myriad ethnic identities have little to do with actual genetic heritage. Despite the 29 ethnicities listed in the census, around 88% of the population could reasonably be labelled as being some flavour of South Slavic, with Albanians (5%) and Roma (1%) being the largest non-Slavic minorities. Scratch a little further and its even more complicated, as numerous armies have brutalised the people of these lands over the millennia.

Religion as Ethnicity

With borders continually shifting, people here tend to hook their ethnic identity onto things that are more constant. For the Albanians, it’s language, but for nearly everyone else, it has historically been religion.

What may be surprising to outsiders is that ‘Muslim’ is considered an ethnic identity here. In the former Yugoslav context, the ethnic designation applies only to South Slavic Muslims – the descendants of Serbs, Croats and others who converted to Islam during the long Ottoman occupation – rather than to Albanian, Roma or Turkish Muslims. This can lead to such apparent paradoxes as the dozens of people at the last census who declared themselves to be Muslim atheists, along with the handful who identified as Muslim Catholics and Muslim Orthodox. That said, the overwhelming majority of people who identify as ethnically Muslim are followers of Islam (99%).

Since the disintegration of Yugoslavia, the alternative ethnic label ‘Bosniak’ has grown in popularity for those of South Slavic Muslim heritage, whether or not they had origins in present-day Bosnia. If that’s not confusing enough, 427 people also identified themselves as ‘Bosnian’ – only 40% of whom were Islamic, 45% Orthodox and 7% Catholic.

Traditionally, one of the defining factors of Montenegrin and Serb identity has been adherence to the Orthodox Church. While 98% of those who identified as Serb at the last census also identified as Orthodox, that number drops to 88% for Montenegrins. The remaining 12% included thousands of Muslims, Catholics and atheists.
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YOU’LL BE STRUCK MORE BY THE SIMILARITIES BETWEEN ITS PEOPLES THAN THE DIFFERENCES: THE CLOSE FAMILY BONDS, THE HOSPITALITY, THE SOCIAL CONSERVATISM, THE FIERY TEMPERS AND THE PASSIONATE APPROACH TO LIFE

Montenegrin vs Serb

While historic enmities between Serbs, Croats and Muslims have been much discussed (having triggered some of the worst barbarism of the Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s), the recent tensions between Montenegrins and Serbs will surprise some.

For centuries, Montenegrins considered themselves ‘the best of the Serbs’, keeping the flame of independent Serbian culture alive while their brethren elsewhere were under the Ottoman yoke. While most Montenegrins still feel a strong kinship with Serbs, this doesn’t detract from a determination to maintain their distinct identity.

After negotiating a reasonably amicable divorce from the state union with Serbia in 2006, relations took a turn for the worse. In 2008, Serbia expelled Montenegro’s ambassador after Montenegro officially recognised the former Serbian province of Kosovo as an independent country, joining around 50 other nations. Many Serbs view Kosovo as a kind of spiritual heartland.

Even the role of the Serbian Orthodox Church (SOC) as a unifying force was shaken with the formation of a new Montenegrin Orthodox Church (MOC) in 1993. The MOC claimed to revive the self-governing church of Montenegro’s vladike (prince-bishops) that was dissolved when Montenegro lost its independence following WWI. The SOC still controls most of the country’s churches and monasteries, and only around 10% of Orthodox Montenegrins have shifted their allegiances to the MOC.

Despite that, property disputes between the Montenegrin government and the SOC have been credited with bringing to an end the 30-year rule of the Democratic Party of Socialists (DPS) in 2020, as well as heightening the tensions that erupted in the 2021 protests and ultimately unseating the DPS’s Milo Đukanović as president in 2023.





ARTISTIC
ICONS

Not all icons hang in churches. Here’s a very selective round-up of some of Montenegro’s artistic achievements.
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Morača Monastery

This one involves actual icons. Morača Monastery was founded in 1252, and some of its frescoes date from that time, including a particularly famous image in the Church of the Dormition of the prophet Elijah being fed by a raven.

Other treasures are relative newcomers, such as the work of acclaimed 17th-century icon-writers (icons are said to be written, not painted and are considered a form of prayer) Djordje Mitrofanović and Kozma Damjanović. The latter’s icon of Saints Sava and Simeon (1645), on the right-hand wall, includes a border showing the construction of the monastery itself – St Sava’s nephew founded Morača.

Even more meta, the icon of St Luke (by an unknown artist) towards the left of the iconostasis depicts the apostle painting an icon of the Madonna and Child. This is probably a reference to the iconic (in every sense of the word) Our Lady of Philermos, which now hangs in a Cetinje gallery.

Gorski Vijenac (The Mountain Wreath)

The country’s most enduring work of literature is Gorski vijenac (The Mountain Wreath), a verse play that romanticises the struggle for freedom from the Ottomans. It was written in 1847 by poet and vladika (prince-bishop) Petar II Petrović Njegoš. Njegoš towers over Montenegrin literature – towering so much, in fact, that his mausoleum overlooks the country from the top of the black mountain (Mt Lovćen) itself.

The book is not without controversy, as the story glorifies the savage massacre of Muslims on Orthodox Christmas Eve in 1702. It’s uncertain whether the events actually happened, but according to the story, Vladika Danilo (founder of the Petrović dynasty) ordered the leaders of Montenegrin tribes to kill all of their kin – men, women and children – who had converted to Islam. It makes The Mountain Wreath a particularly problematic read, especially given the obvious parallels between this story of ethnic cleansing and the atrocities that took place in Bosnia in the 1990s.

In 2020, Njegoš’ birthday became a public holiday – the official Montenegrin Holiday of Culture – despite strong objections from the local Muslim community.

Spomenici (Monuments)

Yugoslav architecture can be blocky and brutalist, but it can also be jaunty and fun, revelling in unusual, angular shapes. Ironically, some of the most exuberant expressions of the era can be found in the memorials built to honour those killed during WWII. Thousands of these memorials were built, and while changing politics and a degree of historic revisionism have seen many destroyed or fall into disrepair, hundreds remain.

While early monuments (such as the one in Kolašin’s Trg boraca) took a Socialist Realist form, Yugoslavia’s break with Stalin in 1948 saw the country setting its own course – and that included its artists and architects. The whimsical, abstract spomenici (monuments) that followed looked to a future of ‘brotherhood and unity’ rather than dwelling on a literal depiction of the horrors of war.

Despite local ambivalence, Yugoslav spomenik design has become a cause célèbre on social media in recent times. In 2016, an American enthusiast named Donald Niebyl set up a website (spomenikdatabase.org) that aims to provide a comprehensive resource for all of the memorials built throughout the former Yugoslavia, including those that have been destroyed.

You’ll still see plenty as you journey around Montenegro, including in Risan, Ulcinj, Virpazar, Mojkovac and Žabljak.

Yugoslav-Era Painters

The Yugoslav era proved to be something of a golden age for the arts. Among the painters to have come to prominence then, an early great was Petar Lubarda (1907–74), whose stylised oil paintings included themes from Montenegrin history. Examples include the large canvas, Titograd (1956), in the foyer of the Museums & Galleries of Podgorica and his 1947 portrait, Njegoš, hanging in Biljarda.

Affectionately known as Dado, Miodrag ðurić (1933–2010) made a name for himself with his accomplished surrealist paintings and drawings, but he also produced engravings, sculpture and, in later years, digital work. In 2012, an offshoot of the National Museum devoted to 20th century and contemporary art was opened in Cetinje and named in his honour.

Both artists also have rooms devoted to their work at the Montenegrin Art Gallery in Cetinje.
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Svitanje (The Dawning)

In some ways, this novel, first published in 1987, is the antithesis of The Mountain Wreath. Firstly, it was written by a woman and a complete unknown, Milka Bajić Poderegin (1904–71). While it, too, deals with a turbulent period in the nation’s history, it does so through a domestic lens, focussing on the life of a Serbian family (particularly its daughters, wives and mothers) living in Pljevlja from the late 19th century until the end of WWI. A far rosier vision of Christian–Muslim relations is portrayed, with one of the protagonists befriending the wife of the local pasha (Ottoman governor).

The unfinished manuscript was completed and published by the author’s daughter – film actress Nadja Regin (who appeared in Bond flicks From Russia With Love and Goldfinger) – following her mother’s death. It’s a great read, and a wonderful insight into everyday lives, especially women’s, around the turn of the 20th century.

Rambo Amadeus

Born in Kotor in 1963, Rambo Amadeus (real name Antonije Pušić) is Montenegro’s answer to Frank Zappa. He’s released 12 studio albums since 1988, flirting with styles as diverse as turbo-folk, jazz, hip hop, drum and bass, and even classical – all with a large serving of laughs and political satire. His hit, ‘Balkan boj’, from the 1989 album Hoćemo gusle, prefigures the slacker hip-hop vibe of Beck’s Loser by several years.

In 2012, he created one of the more memorable moments at that year’s Eurovision Song Contest, performing his song ‘Euro Neuro’, backed by breakdancers and a wooden ‘Trojan donkey’. He was subsequently quoted as saying that he was proud to have written the worst Eurovision song of all time. His most recent album is 2020’s Brod budala (Ship of Fools).





EIGHT TASTES OF MONTENEGRO

Get a flavour for Montenegro with this list of traditional treats to seek out while you’re travelling.


1. Njeguški pršut

Hands down, Montenegro’s most lauded culinary treat is the pršut (smoke-dried ham) produced in Njeguši, a little mountain village on the edge of Lovćen National Park. It’s also famous as the ancestral village of Montenegro’s Petrović rulers.

Pršut is a staple throughout the former Yugoslavia, but the version produced in Njeguši is widely considered the best. The texture is soft and not at all chewy, with its flavour said to derive from the special breed of corn-fed pig, the beech wood used to smoke it and the cool mountain air in which it’s hung to dry for between five and eight months.

It’s traditionally served with cheese and bread for breakfast, for light suppers, and as the go-to snack to whip out if a friend pops over for a glass of wine. You’ll find it all over Montenegro, but the best place to try it is in Njeguši itself. An atmospheric option is stone-walled Konoba kod Radonjića, where legs of pršut hang from the rafters.

2. Sir

Lucky old Njeguši is also famous for its cheese (Njeguški sir), a rich and tangy yellow cheese made from full-fat sheep’s milk. Other favourites are Pljevaljski sir, a creamy white cheese from Pljevlja in the far north, made from unpasteurised cow’s milk, and Kolašinski sir, a velvety white cheese from Kolašin.

Pretty much every traditional restaurant or konoba (tavern) will have cheese on the menu, although it may not always say where it’s from. Order the Njeguški version with your pršut at Konoba kod Radonjića.

3. Kačamak

While we’re on the cheese theme, welcome to kačamak, the Montenegrin equivalent of mac ’n’ cheese. This cheesy and creamy heart attack in a bowl is the ultimate rural comfort food, designed to get you through winter in the unforgiving mountains. It’s a heady mix of polenta or flour, mashed potato, lard, cheese and kajmak (a kind of sour/salty clotted cream), all whipped together into a porridge-like consistency.

As tasty as it is, a little goes a very long way. Order a bowl of it at a mountain konoba, and you’ll be lucky to get through half of it. One portion between two is more than enough, or two between three (with a side of something else to break up the richness) is an even better idea.

Try it at Konoba Nišavić in Kolašin.

4. Riblja čorba & riblja zupa

Fish soups come in two varieties. Riblja čorba is a hearty and chunky soup, often with rice, while riblja zupa is usually a delicate clear broth. Both can be excellent, and every chef seems to have their own way of making them.

There are lots of terrific places to try them. Konoba Ćatovića Mlini in Morinj serves both zupa and čorba, so you can compare and contrast. Their zupa is wonderfully restrained, allowing its simple, clean flavours to shine. For čorba, it’s hard to beat Miško on the Bojana River, where the thick, flavour-packed soup is delivered in its own little pot so you can top yourself up to your heart’s content. One bowl is never enough.

5. Jagnjetina ispod sača

It takes a long time to cook jagnjetina ispod sača – lamb cooked under a domed metal lid, with burning embers shovelled on top – which is why you need to go to a specialist restaurant to try this unique regional cooking style. The meat steams as it roasts, rendering it fall-apart tender. Potatoes and other vegetables are added to the pan at the beginning, so they come out infused with the smoky, fatty lamb flavour.

Try it at Nacionalni Restoran Belveder near Cetinje.
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IT’S HARD TO AVOID RAKIJA WHEN YOU’RE TRAVELLING AROUND MONTENEGRO. THIS EXTREMELY STRONG SPIRIT (TYPICALLY 40% TO 60% ALCOHOL) IS OFFERED AS A SIGN OF HOSPITALITY AND TO CURE MOST ILLS, FROM SORE STOMACHS TO MOUTH ULCERS

6. Vranac

Vranac is the main indigenous red grape of Montenegro and produces excellent, full-bodied wines. It was traditionally aged in walnut barrels (oak is more common today), and its history goes back an extremely long way. Illyrian Queen Teuta is said to have been particularly fond of the drop and encouraged its production in the 3rd century BCE.

The best versions are produced in the Crmnica wine region, on the shores of Lake Skadar, by small producers, although most bars and restaurants only stock the dominant Plantaže brand, made by one of Montenegro’s biggest companies.

Try it on a tasting in Crmnica, or look out for Buk Winery’s excellent version in Voli supermarkets.

7. Krstač

Krstač is Montenegro’s main endemic white grape, mainly grown in the plains between Podgorica and Lake Skadar. It produces a pleasant, light, fruity wine, although it doesn’t leave as much of an impression as vranac.

Again, Plantaže is the main producer. Try a mini bottle at pretty much any bar or cafe.

8. Rakija

It’s hard to avoid rakija when you’re travelling around Montenegro. This extremely strong spirit (typically 40% to 60% alcohol) is offered as a sign of hospitality and to cure most ills, from sore stomachs to mouth ulcers. While it’s poured in a shot glass, locals will normally sip and savour it.

The most common variety in Montenegro is loza, made out of grapes (similar to Italian grappa), but it can be made from just about anything. Many people distil their own, often producing brews bearing a passing resemblance to lighter fluid. To be fair, even the best rakija can taste a little like that, although it should come with a lingering afternote of whatever it was made from.

Plantaže makes a lovely breskva, which goes down like petrol but leaves you with a palate of peaches. Try it at Šipčanik Wine Cellar.
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“Bečići Beach caters well to those whose primary holiday objective is to flit between the pool, pokies and sand, cocktail in hand. Even if it’s not your scene, it’s still fascinating to observe.”
PETER DRAGICEVICH
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“Herceg Novi has a breezy, lived-in feel all year round, but it balloons in summer, with its seaside cafes, bars, restaurants and sunbathing platforms buzzing with high-spirited holidaymakers.”
PETER DRAGICEVICH
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Dubrovnik (Croatia)

UNMISSABLE GEM JUST ACROSS
THEBORDER

The famous Croatian city is the
gateway to Montenegro for many
visitors, and just too gorgeous to
ignore. Its honey-coloured walls

rising from cerulean watersis
one of the defining images of the
entire Mediterranean. Even when
overwhelmed with visitors in summer,
it still manages to wow.

©Dubrovnik
(Croatia)
Bay of Kotor
Bay of Kotor

MAGNIFICENT CONFLUENCE OF STONE AND SEA

Thebeauty of the Bay of Kotor defies easy description.
Grey cliffs rise precipitously from clear waters, with
towns that count their ages in millennia hidden within its
many nooks. The most famous of them is Kotor, a walled
townstraight from a fairy tale.

Central Montenegro
CAPITAL CITIES AND NATIONAL PARKS

The nation's capital, Podgorica, hasto compete
for attention with its predecessor: the historic and
cultural capital, Cetinje, the mountain stronghold
from whence Montenegro sprang. Glistening Lake
Skadar sits back and watches as it always has, its

ancient villages and abundant birdlife unconcerned
by city life.

Northern
Mountains

Central
Montenegro

PODGORICA &

Northern Mountains

SNOW-CAPPED PEAKS AND
EMERALD RIVERS
The exuberantly crumpled north
of Montenegro is slashed by river
canyons and calmed by glacial lakes.
Whether for summertime hikes or
wintertime skiing, it's a landscape
that lends itself to outdoorsy
pursuits - although there are plenty
of monasteries and mosques for
more sedate explorations.

Adriatic Coast

Adriatic
Coast

PICTURESQUE BEACHES AND WALLED TOWNS

Montenegro's Adriatic coastline is another stunner,
backed by mountains, lined by beaches and
punctuated by the historic walled towns of Budva,
Sveti Stefanand Ulcinj. A fourth, the ravaged but
charm-filled StariBar, steps backs from the sea and
clings to the mountains instead.
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