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ROMANIA & BULGARIA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve | SALAJEAN/SHUTTERSTOCKT ©

When I was offered the opportunity to help write the thoroughly revamped Lonely Planet guide to Romania and Bulgaria you’re holding in your hands, I jumped at the chance. This far corner of the European continent still feels like Europe’s last undiscovered place. While much of Europe heaves with visitors, Romania and Bulgaria still feel wide open. As I researched this guide, I was struck once again by the two countries’ immense geographic and cultural diversity. Both countries are defined by rugged mountains, but this is also a region of broad river valleys, deep forests and long coastlines. Keeping track of the peoples who’ve traipsed through here over the centuries – the Thracians, Greeks, Romans, Turks, Tatars, Hungarians and many others – was no easy feat. But each incursion left its mark and created the fascinating tapestry that’s here waiting for visitors to discover.

Mark Baker

markbakerprague.com

Mark writes about travel and culture, and is the author of a non-fiction book on contemporary history in Central and Eastern Europe.
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My favourite experience is to get out on a boat in the Danube delta. As we skim over the wetlands, I contemplate all the different countries and cultures the river has passed through.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Romania and Bulgaria
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POSZTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The domed Romanian Athenaeum is the embodiment of Bucharest for me. Having visited the area where ‘Little Paris’ came to life since childhood, I never tire of the universally celebrated landmark, which holds a grace and is an ode to an elegant past. This neoclassical temple of culture honouring the renowned Romanian composer George Enescu is a must for classical music lovers. Performance shows aside, the ornate lobby of Carrara marble and pink-hued Doric columns crowning four monumental spiral staircases is a showstopper in itself – timeless and ever wonder-inducing.

[image: jpg]

Monica Suma

@monicasuma

Monica writes about travel, gastronomy and culture, back in her native Romania following a decade in New York City and nearly settling in France.
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TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The archaeological museums in Sofia and Varna make me gasp in awe while in Bulgaria. It’s about getting sudden, vivid visual proof of what you knew already – that humanity’s recorded history is infinitely shorter than what came before it. We often don’t know these people’s names, languages or ethnicity but their artistic ingenuity – these whimsical anthropomorphic figurines and exquisite jewellery – can easily compete with any art produced by our civilisation.
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Leonid Ragozin

@leonidragozin

Leonid is a Riga-based journalist covering mostly political topics; he has coauthored a book about the Russo-Ukrainian war.
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ANTON_IVANOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

I’m not a religious person at all, but it’s impossible not to feel the sacred aura inside the dimly lit wooden churches of Maramureș. It’s as if their walls exude centuries of worship and faith, prompting you to think back to a time not too long ago when religion held such existential importance in the West. What I particularly love about these brooding masterpieces is the humbleness upon which they were built, using resources at hand and human ingenuity to construct these Gothic homages to God.
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Shaun Busuttil

@theshaunbusuttil

Shaun is a writer and anthropologist working at the intersection of culture and travel.
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STOYANH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

I still remember my first time strolling the peaceful streets of Plovdiv’s Old Town. It was a sunny winter’s morning, and it seemed that I had the town all to myself. Plovdiv is beautiful in the warmer months; however even on the coldest of days the mesmerising charm of Old Town still manages to pierce the pervading chill. I wondered then how on earth I would ever manage to leave such a place. In a strange way, I never really did.
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Jason Lee

thetravelauthor.com

Jason is a Bali-based Australian writer who can usually be found seeking out and exploring incredible new destinations around Southeast Asia and Eastern Europe.

[image: jpg]

ELVISTUDIO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Veliko Târnovo takes the breath away thanks to its audacious-looking location, straggling along a succession of ridges high above the looping river Yantra. Squeezing the whole gamut of Bulgarian history into one urban space, it feels like several cities in one: medieval castles and churches rubbing up against 19th-century cobblestones and 21st-century energy.
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Jonathan Bousfield

@jonnbousfield

Jonathan writes about travel, culture and history in Central and Eastern Europe.

CONTRIBUTING WRITER
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Maria Stoyanova

@travelling.buzz

Maria is a travel writer, adventure sports enthusiasts and remote work advocate.
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SACRED SANCTUARIES

Both Orthodox Bulgaria and Romania remain deeply religious societies, and churches and monasteries are revered not only as places of worship but as markers of national identity. For centuries, during the long Ottoman occupation, monasteries in both countries held fast to their respective national, cultural and religious traditions. In some areas, such as Transylvania, fortified Christian churches served as fortresses in their own right. Seeing these religious sites is an essential part of any visit.

[image: jpg]

Rila Monastery |  DENNISVDW/GETTY IMAGES ©

World Heritage Sites

Many of the most important monasteries and churches, including Romania’s Painted Monasteries in Bucovina and Bulgaria’s Rila Monastery, are protected as UNESCO World Heritage Sites.

[image: jpg]

SORINCOLAC/GETTY IMAGES ©

Monastery Overnights

Several monasteries in Bulgaria as well as a handful in Romania open their doors to overnight visitors seeking to gain a closer look at monastic life.

[image: jpg]

ADRIAN POPOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Follow the Rules

Many churches and monasteries ask that visitors follow certain rules of behaviour. These include things like wearing clothing that’s not overly revealing.


BEST RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

A beacon of Bulgarian culture during Ottoman rule and a lightning rod for revolution in the 19th century, 1 Rila Monastery remains Bulgaria’s most-storied spiritual treasure.

Tucked away on the eastern side of the Carpathians, the UNESCO-listed 2 Painted Monasteries of Bucovina proudly show off Romania’s unique, Latin-flavoured Orthodox tradition.

Rising from forested hillsides like dark needles, the 3 wooden churches of Maramureş are austere and beautiful, with roofs of shingle and weather-beaten steeples.

The 4 fortified churches of Transylvania remain the greatest legacy of the Saxon Germans, who settled here in the 12th century.

Sofia’s 5 Aleksander Nevski Cathedral is Bulgaria’s best-known and most awe-inspiring church.







TREASURES OF ANTIQUITY

For thousands of years, the territories of modern Bulgaria and Romania were home to ancient peoples and empires who left behind burial tombs and artefacts, like pottery, that hint at astonishing levels of prosperity and sophistication. The Thracians were masters at working metals like gold. The Cucutenians, a neolithic culture from 6000 BCE to 3000 BCE, crafted shockingly modern-looking vases and urns. The ancient Greeks once lorded over the Black Sea, while the Romans tamed the mighty Danube.

[image: jpg]

Ancient Roman Theatre, Plovdiv | NIKOLAY100/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Bountiful Museums

Don’t pass up the museums. Large archaeological museums in Sofia, Varna and Constanţa are well known, but smaller museums are also often stuffed to the gills with remarkable finds.

[image: jpg]

ANGELO GIAMPICCOLO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Dacian Mysticism

Romania’s pre-Roman Dacian civilisation remains wrapped in mystery. The old Dacian capital at Sarmizegetusa Regia, in modern-day Transylvania, is often called Romania’s ‘Stonehenge’.

[image: jpg]

ALEXANDRU V/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Rome On the Danube

As the ancient Romans pushed eastward along the Danube in the early centuries CE, they built a remarkable chain of forts and bases along the Bulgarian side of the river.


BEST ANCIENT EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

The 1 Sveshtari tomb may be the most magnificent Thracian tomb in Bulgaria. It dates from 300 BCE and shelters intricate artwork within its chambers.

The Greeks and Romans left behind dramatic ruins along Romania’s Black Sea coast. None is more immediately cinematic than the glorious 2 Enisala Fortress.

Plovdiv’s magnificent 1st-century CE 3 Ancient Roman Theatre is still used to host large-scale special events.

The Bulgarian coastal resort of 4 Nesebâr began life more than 2800 years ago as the thriving Greek port of Mesembria.

Glide along the Danube through Romania’s Iron Gates National Park to see a 5 giant stone sculpture of the Dacian leader, Decebal.







BEACH LIFE

Whether you’re looking for all-day tanning, all-night clubbing, or something more relaxing, you’re sure to find a patch of sand to your liking along the Black Sea coast, shared between Bulgaria and Romania. Bulgaria’s resorts are generally cleaner and nicer, though the Romanian coast has beautiful, unspoiled patches in the Danube delta and north of Constanţa.

[image: jpg]

Sozopol | MIKHAIL MARKOVSKIY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

City Strands

Varna, Burgas and Constanţa combine the amenities and high-octane of big city life with urban beaches that are clean, fun and easy to reach.

Pristine Sand

Find relatively undeveloped patches of sand along the southern Bulgarian coast, below Primorsko. In Romania, the Danube delta, to the north, boasts several quieter coastal resorts.


BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

At Bulgaria’s 1 Veleka Beach, swim in the sea and rent an SUP for a freshwater lagoon.

The Bulgarian village of 2 Sozopol offers up a winning combination of cobblestoned antiquity and lively beaches.

Romania’s youthful resort of 3 Vama Veche is the place for fun in the sun and long nights of partying on the beach.

Ride the ferry to Romania’s 4 Gura Portiței to find a long thin sandbar, crystal-clear water and few other people.

Bulgaria’s biggest purpose-built resort, 5 Sunny Beach, is touristy, but the appeal is clear: miles of beach.







URBAN ADVENTURE

Bucharest and Sofia serve as the cultural nerve centres of their respective countries. Both have active foodie and clubbing scenes fully in step with the rest of the continent. But don’t overlook regional capitals and university towns. Cities like Plovdiv, Varna and Veliko Târnovo in Bulgaria and Cluj, Timișoara, Brașov and Iași in Romania pulse with modern life.

Take a Walk

Find ‘free’ walking tours in cities throughout Bulgaria and Romania. Often run by students, these are great ways to learn about the places and meet fellow travellers.

[image: jpg]

CRISTI CROITORU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Cultural ‘Capitals’

Both Plovdiv and Timișoara have hosted the EU’s ‘capital of culture’ in recent years. Both maintain ambitious schedules of festivals, music concerts and exhibitions.

[image: jpg]

NATALIYA NAZAROVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Performing Arts

Larger cities generally feature the best of indoor symphony music, dance and performing arts. The concert season normally starts in September and runs to the following May.


BEST URBAN EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

The coffee and rooftop bar scenes in 1 Bucharest are exploding, and the city has the region’s coolest assembly of hidden, outdoor drinking gardens.

On a warm evening in summer, the central Piața Mică in 2 Sibiu dazzles with dramatic lighting and a dozen outdoor restaurant and drinking terraces.

Spend the day (and most of the night) wandering through the wondrous Kapana alternative district in 3 Plovdiv, with its coffee shops, craft-beer bars and relaxed, homely vibe.

The Bulgarian city of 4 Veliko Târnovo has a sneaky underrated cafe and bar scene.

Move over Bucharest, the Transylvanian city of 5 Cluj, fuelled by thousands of students, also has great coffee and Romania’s best summer music festivals.







CASTLES & CITADELS

Border areas make for great castles and fortresses. Over the centuries, both Bulgaria and Romania have stood astride Europe’s grand ethnic, national and religious fault lines. The Greeks and Romans peppered the Black Sea and Danube with fortresses. Ottomans, Hungarians, Saxons and leaders of the early Romanian principalities lined the Carpathian passes with foreboding fortresses. The early Bulgarian tsars and Moldavian princes built impregnable fortresses, still standing, to ward off attacks by the Ottoman Turks.

[image: jpg]

Corvin Castle | JAN NEDBAL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

‘Dracula’s’ Castle

Mighty Bran Castle enthralls visitors as ‘Dracula’s’ castle, though connections to either the historical Wallachian prince Vlad Ţepeş or Bram Stoker’s fictional vampire are thin.

[image: jpg]

SCSTOCK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Romans & Ottomans

Bulgaria’s marvellously intact Baba Vida fortress, on the Danube near Vidin, shows a 17th-century Turkish fortress built on the ruins of a 3rd-century Roman citadel.

[image: jpg]

TODOR STOYANOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Mighty Carpathians

The Carpathian mountains trace out a formidable natural boundary; many of Romania’s most impressive castles and citadels guard the passes around the high peaks.


BEST CASTLE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

1 Corvin Castle is Transylvania’s most spellbinding fortress. You’ll be thunderstruck the moment you walk over the drawbridge.

Bombastic 2 Tsarevets fortress in Veliko Târnovo once contained 400 houses and 18 churches. It fully captures the outsized ambitions of Bulgaria’s medieval tsars.

Mighty 3 Neamţ Citadel is Moldavia’s finest medieval fortress. Built in the 14th century, it repelled attacks by Hungarians and Turks for over 300 years.

Bulgaria’s 4 Shumen Fortress dates from the Iron Age, although its glory days came during the 13th-century heyday of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom.

The delightful medieval buildings in 5 Sighişoara are enclosed by its high-standing citadel, a UNESCO-listed complex of protective walls and watchtowers.







GRAPE ESCAPE

Both Bulgaria and Romania fly under the radar when it comes to the quality of their wines. Both countries enjoy varied climactic zones, rich soils and proud traditions. Wine tourism here may not be as fully developed as in other winemaking destinations, but wineries are working hard to add tastings, often paired with meals and overnights.

Thank the Thracians

Bulgaria’s winemaking goes back to the Thracians, who worshipped the wine god Dionysus and planted varietals still cultivated today. Roman and Byzantine civilisations continued the tradition.

[image: jpg]

ADRIANA SULUGIUC/SHUTTERSTOCKT ©

All Paths Lead to Melnik

Melnik is Bulgaria’s tiniest town, but it’s the 600-year-old wine culture here that made the place famous. No visit is complete without a sip of ‘Melnik 55’ red.

[image: jpg]

NATALIYA NAZAROVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Wallachia’s ‘Wine Road’

The wineries of Romania’s highly respected Dealu Mare wine region, known for both quality whites and reds, are connected via a 100km-long ‘Prahova Wine Road’.


BEST WINE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

If you have your own wheels, visit one or more of several excellent wineries in 1 Bulgarian Thrace.

There’s no shortage of places to try wine in Melnik, but for tastings with a view, visit the hilltop 2 Villa Melnik.

At 3 Recaș Wineries visitors can partake in tours and tastings amidst a picturesque backdrop.

Pair a visit to a cave and winery near Bulgaria’s 4 Belogradchik. The Magura Winery offers tastings.

The wineries of the 5 Dealu Mare region boast Romania’s best tastings; some places mix wine tourism with luxury overnights.







TOP HIKES

The mountains of Bulgaria and Romania are perfect for just stretching your legs or planning a multi-week trek. In Romania, the Carpathians dazzle with dense primeval forest straight from the pages of a Brothers Grimm story. In Bulgaria, hikers have breathtaking choice across the Stara Planina range, rippling for 550km across the length of the country.

[image: jpg]

Seven Rila Lakes Hike | MILA DRUMEVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Via Transilvanica

This relatively new, well marked trail crisscrosses Transylvania for some 1400km, from Putna in the north all the way to the Danube port of Drobeta-Turnu Severin.

National Passion

Hiking and trekking are national pastimes in Bulgaria. The network of marked trails runs to 37,000km in length. These include the trans-European hiking trails E3, E4 and E8.


BEST HIKING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Bulgaria boasts some incredible scenery but the 1 Seven Rila Lakes Hike to unspoilt glacial lakes may be the country’s most beautiful walk.

Hike Bucovina’s 2 Rarău Massif and admire an ancient limestone formation known as the ‘Lady’s Rocks’.

Transylvania’s 2505m 3 Bucegi Mountains offer arguably the most jaw-dropping scenery.

Spend days roaming Romania’s high-ranging 4 Piatra Craiului National Park.

Bulgaria’s 5 Pirin National Park features stunning mountaintop views and more than 180 glacial lakes.







AWESOME NATURE

In addition to their dramatic peaks, Bulgaria and Romania encompass tremendous geographic diversity. Dense forests and lush valleys cover large swathes of Romania, while the arid landscapes of Bulgaria, particularly in the south, sometimes resemble desert country. The powerful Danube flows for some 500km between the two countries before splintering and emptying into the Black Sea at the sprawling Danube delta. Remote wilderness shelters some of Europe’s largest and healthiest populations of wild animals, including bears and wolves.

[image: jpg]

Sandstone and limestone rock formations, Belogradchik | KISA_MARKIZA/GETTY IMAGES ©

Danube Delta

The Danube delta is a European treasure: a largely unspoilt wetland of ever-eroding canals, riverbeds and marshlands with remote fishing villages and stretches of deserted coast.

[image: jpg]

AALTAIR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Wildlife Spotting

Mountainous areas in both countries harbour large colonies of bears, wolves, lynx and other large fauna. The Danube delta is an important sanctuary for migrating birds.

[image: jpg]

PIOTR KRZESLAK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

National Parks

Both countries have made remarkable headway in recent years in protecting areas of extreme natural beauty. National parks often have helpful websites and park information centres.


BEST NATURE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Bulgaria’s 1 Uhlovitsa Caves are called the ‘The Underground Rodopi Palace’ for the wondrous formations found inside.

The awe-inspiring 2 Belogradchik sandstone and limestone rock formations rise to 200m high and cover some 90 sq km. Hiking trails lace through the rocks.

Romania’s 3 Transfăgărăşan Road provides an unforgettable experience behind the wheel as you boldly charge up and down one of Romania’s highest mountains.

Wolves, bears and jackals roam the slopes of the 4 Bâlgarka Nature Park on the northern flank of the Stara Planina range.

5 Strandzha Nature Park shelters both natural and cultural treasures, and occupies a unique position at the southern end of Bulgaria’s Black Sea coast.







ASTOUNDING ARCHITECTURE

Towns and cities in Romania and Bulgaria show off distinctive architectural styles that highlight the skills of local craftspeople and speak to the unique historical circumstances underway when the structures were built.

[image: jpg]

Peleş Castle | DAVID IONUT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Bulgarian National Revival

The impressive houses built during Bulgaria’s National Revival independence movement are uncommonly beautiful. The colourful wood-and-stone homes often feature intricately carved ceilings and bright murals.

Lyrical Art Nouveau

In western Romania, architects of the late 19th century were encouraged to let their freak flags fly. The result is a dazzling collection of whimsical, playful Art Nouveau buildings.


BEST ARCHITECTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

1 Oradea is Romania’s undisputed capital of Art Nouveau.

The ancient 2 wooden churches of Maramureș boast exquisite Gothic influences. Eight are UNESCO heritage sites, including stunners at Desesti and Poienile Izei.

The beautiful Bulgarian museum-village of 3 Koprivshtitsa is home to several lovingly restored National Revival period mansions.

Sinaia’s 4 Peleş Castle, built over 40 years for Romania’s first king, Carol I, is a neo-Renaissance masterpiece.

Bucharest’s gargantuan 5 Palace of Parliament is simply astounding.







FOLKWAYS & RURAL RETREATS

Bulgaria and Romania are agrarian societies at heart, and rural culture and folk traditions remain at the core of both countries. Learn about folk traditions at ethnographic museums, open-air ‘village’ museums, historical festivals, reenactments, or – even better – by visiting the small towns and villages where folk life still carries on into the modern age.

Village Museums

Watch for open-air village museums (skansens), where traditional homes and whole villages are lovingly recreated and folkways celebrated with events and festivals throughout the year.

[image: jpg]

GASPAR JANOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Agrotourism

Rural farm- and homestays offer the chance to stay overnight at a working farm or village house, meet the people and learn firsthand about their local customs.

[image: jpg]

RALUCA ENE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Reliving History

Some of the liveliest festivals entail reenactments of dramatic historical events. One of the best is Suceava’s Festival of Medieval Arts, held in August.


BEST RURAL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Maramureş’ highly entertaining 1 Hora de la Prislop folk-music festival celebrates the sheep returning from the mountains.

Find Europe’s largest open-air ethnographic museum near Sibiu. The 2 Muzeul ASTRA showcases churches, mills and traditional homes, and hosts festivals and workshops.

Wonderfully preserved 3 Konstantsliev House in Arbanasi shows off 19th-century village life, down to the rug-covered divans where guests would sip coffee under carved wooden ceilings.

The International Folklore Festival in 4 Veliko Târnovo is an outstanding opportunity to enjoy traditional music and dance from Bulgaria and around the world.

The delightful outdoor museum in 5 Etâr highlights bakers, cobblers, millers, potters and weavers. A paradise for shoppers in search of authentic Bulgarian wares.









ROMANIA’S REGIONS & CITIES


Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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BULGARIA’S REGIONS & CITIES


Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

A Taste of Transylvania

[image: jpg]
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Bran Castle | EMI CRISTEA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Allow: 7 days	Distance: 320km



Spooky, beautiful Transylvania is the focus for most travellers coming to Romania. Besides the haunting castles, the region is filled with lively historic cities, charming villages and rocky mountaintops. This week-long tour hits the high points. It starts off in Sinaia and immediately heads north for the Saxon towns and villages.



[image: jpg]

1 Sinaia [image: ] 1 Day

Start your exploration in the graceful mountain resort of Sinaia. Depending on your interests, spend the day strolling around the town and seeing Peleş Castle and neighbouring Pelişor Palace, or ride the cable car up into the Bucegi Mountains.

[image: ] Detour: Fans of Netflix’s popular Wednesday series will want to head north to nearby Bușteni to visit Cantacuzino Castle. [image: ] 1 hour.
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CRISTINA IONESCU/GETTY IMAGES ©

2 Braşov [image: ] 2 DAYS

Proceed north to the real fairytale city of Braşov. You could spend a week exploring the city’s picturesque alleyways and surrounding mountain towns, but two days will give you enough time to poke around the centre, enjoy a meal at a place like Bistro de l’Arte and plan a day trip.

[image: ] Detour: Use the second day to visit Bran Castle and nearby Râşnov Fortress. [image: ] 2 hours.
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SERGHEI STARUS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Viscri [image: ] 1 Day

Continue northwards with an overnight stay at the beautifully renovated Transylvanian village of Viscri. With a medieval, fortified church complex at its heart, and flanked by rows of cornflower-blue houses and surrounded by bucolic meadows, Viscri epitomises the romance of rural Transylvania. Hopefully you’ve managed to book a room at one of the town’s traditional guesthouses, such as Viscri 125.

[image: jpg]

EUGENE LOZOVSKI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Sighişoara [image: ] 1 Day

Continue on to Sighişoara for a night in this lively Transylvanian town, with its towering medieval Citadel. Spend the day scrambling up the stairs and marvelling at the centuries that have passed since the Saxons first constructed this mighty defensive barrier. Book a night at one of the citadel’s gorgeous pensions and splurge at Joseph T., adjacent to the Hotel Central Park.

[image: jpg]
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5 Sibiu [image: ] 1 Day

Keep the Saxon theme alive by heading west to Sibiu, the very heart of Saxon-ruled Transylvania. Sibiu will knock your socks off. Tour the Old Town, climb to the top of St Mary’s Evangelical Cathedral for dramatic views, and finish off with dinner and drinks at one of the atmospheric cafes on Piața Mică, like Kulinarium.

[image: jpg]

SHYSHKO OLEKSANDR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

6 Transfăgărăşan Road [image: ] 1 Day

Finish off the tour with something you’ll definitely tell the folks back home about. Find the northern terminus of the exhilarating Transfăgărăşan Road (Hwy 7C) and head south across the mountains. Take your time, watch out for bears lingering alongside the road, and finish up with a meal and overnight at Cabana Bâlea Lac. Head onwards to Wallachia and back to Bucharest from there.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

The Danube Delta & Painted Monasteries

[image: jpg]


Allow: 7 days	Distance: 650km




This tour combines two unique attractions in Romania: the Danube delta and the UNESCO-protected Bucovina Painted Monasteries. We’ve set aside seven days for visiting both, but depending on how much time you’ve got, you can easily divide the tour into two smaller circuits, leaving three days for exploring the serene delta wetlands or three days taking in the cultural sights of Bucovina.



[image: jpg]

1 Sfântu Gheorghe [image: ] 2 Days

The tour starts in Tulcea, but instead of lingering here, stow the car and hop on a passenger ferry or water taxi for the ride out to Sfântu Gheorghe, on the eastern end of the Danube. Book a guesthouse like Vila Petru & Marcela Stefanov or splurge on a luxury bungalow at the Green Village Resort. Spend your free day exploring the delta by boat.

[image: jpg]

SERGEY NOVIKOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Tulcea [image: ] 1 Day

You’ll likely arrive late in the afternoon back in Tulcea, so book a room for the night and spend whatever time you’ve got left admiring the Danube from the town’s riverside promenade or perhaps taking in a museum like the Central Eco-Tourism Museum of the Danube Delta. Enjoy a dinner of fish (or fish soup) at port-side Ivan Pescar.

[image: jpg]

TONI GENES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Iaşi [image: ] 1 Day

Get an early start for the long drive north to Iaşi. Travel via Brăila to take advantage of the new bridge over the Danube (and avoid the car ferry). Spend the afternoon admiring the city’s grand Palace of Culture or learning about Iaşi’s Jewish history at the House of Museums. Book a terrace table for a memorable dinner at Toujours.
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4 Suceava [image: ] 1 Day

Suceava makes a good base to begin your exploration of Bucovina. Splurge on a room at Hotel Sonnenhof (and plan to eat dinner there too). Take in the the city’s enormous, abandoned 14th-century fortress – the stuff of legend. If you’d like to get an early start on seeing some monasteries, two worthwhile ones – Dragomirna or Probota – are within an easy drive of Suceava.
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5 Painted Monasteries [image: ] 1 Day

The UNESCO-listed Painted Monasteries are the most important sights in this region. The half-dozen monasteries are spread out over a wide area. We’ve outlined a long driving tour that covers them all, or simply choose one or two – such as Suceviţa and Voroneţ – and focus on those. Stay the night at a traditional guesthouse, like Casa Colinița.
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6 Câmpulung Moldovenesc [image: ] 1 Day

Wind down on your last day at the sleepy mountain town of Câmpulung Moldovenesc or try a day hike into the Rarău Massif to stretch your legs. Plan a meal at the very good Q’usine restaurant. From here, highways continue west and south across the mountains into Transylvania, or northwards over the pass into Maramureş.
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ITINERARIES

Sofia to the Mountains
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Sofia | BOYAN GEORGIEV GEORGIEV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Allow: 7 days	Distance: 340km



Mix big-city excitement with a visit to the country’s most important monastery and some beautiful mountain scenery. The tour ends in Melnik – a gorgeous small town surrounded by unique sandstone hills and populated by grand National Revival mansions.



[image: jpg]

1 Sofia [image: ] 1 Day

Start off in Sofia, Bulgaria’s youthful capital. Take in the city’s centrepiece, the shimmering Aleksander Nevski Cathedral, as well as some fascinating museums. Meet fellow travellers by taking a free walking tour or a food tour through Balkan Bites. Book your hotel for two nights, as the Vitosha Natural Reserve (the next stop) is an easy day trip by public transport.
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2 Vitosha Natural Reserve [image: ] ½ Day

You’ve already seen Mt Vitosha glimmering in the distance, now it’s time to get out into Sofia’s home mountain range for some high-altitude walks. Public buses run to entry points like Boyana or Dragalevtsi. The sightseeing highlight is Zlatnite Mostove – a spray of large boulders that runs down a slope from an altitude of about 1700m.
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3 Rila Monastery [image: ] ½ Day

Head south out of Sofia towards Blagoevgrad and turn left at Hwy 107 to Rila Monastery, the country’s holiest shrine and national symbol. Take in the intricately decorated church, resplendent with colonnades and archways painted in black, red and white, and spend a few hours poking around the monastery. There are plenty of places here to eat lunch. Continue on towards Bansko.
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4 Bansko [image: ] 2 DAYS

Plan on spending at least two nights in Bansko, the country’s largest ski resort and gateway to the Pirin National Park. Use one day to see the town itself and the more authentic, cobblestoned older part of the resort. Use the second day to explore the park. Enjoy a delicious meal (and maybe live music) at a traditional inn, such as Mehana Vodenitsata or Chevermeto.
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5 Pirin National Park  [image: ] 1 Day

Pirin National Park features stunning views along dozens of marked trails among its peaks. The highlights are the many mountaintop glacial lakes. Hiking isn’t the only option. Other activities around Bansko include downhill cycling, rock climbing, horse riding, ATV tours, fishing and paintball, as well as rafting and kayaking on the nearby Struma River.
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6 Melnik [image: ] 2 DAYS

Tear yourself away from the beauty of the Pirins for the final stretch to Melnik. If it’s any consolation, some very good wine awaits. Melnik is not just a charming small town, with a stunning desert-like setting, it’s also the centre of one Bulgaria’s best winemaking regions. Tuck into some hearty eating (and some wine) at a traditional restaurant like Mencheva House or Chavkova House.
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ITINERARIES

Bulgaria’s Mountains
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Bansko | ALEXEY OBLOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Allow: 7 days	Distance: 460km



This tour shows off Bulgaria’s diverse topography, starting in the desert-like town of Melnik, winding up through some scenic mountain terrain, and ending in Bulgaria’s charming medieval capital of Veliko Târnovo.
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1 Melnik [image: ] 1 Day

Bulgaria’s smallest town, Melnik, is a beauty. Surrounded by steep sandstone pyramids, some rising to a height of 100m, and populated by grand National Revival–era mansions, it’s an excellent introduction. Oh yeah, it’s also famous for the quality of its wine, which has been made here for more than 600 years. Book your stay at Sininkova House, which produces its own wine on the premises. Stock up with a few bottles of wine here.
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2 Bansko [image: ] 1 Day

Head north, circumnavigating the Pirin National Park, and make for the winter/summer resort town of Bansko. Bansko is the country’s most popular skiing spot, but the town has much more to offer. The cobblestoned older quarter is speckled with 19th-century National Revival mansions and worthy museums. It’s also a convenient base for exploring the pristine national park.
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3 Plovdiv [image: ] 2 DAYS

Continue northwards with the stirring peaks of the Rila National Park to your left and your sights on Plovdiv. Spend two days exploring the beautifully restored villas of the Old Town, the still-in-use Roman Ampitheatre, and the offbeat, alternative Kapana district. Splurge on a room at the Villa Flavia Boutique Hotel and book a table at popular Pavaj in Kapana.
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4 Karlovo [image: ] 1 Day

From Plovdiv, continue north to Karlovo, the birth town of Bulgaria’s most famous revolutionary hero and with a picturesque setting south of the Central Balkan National Park. Karlovo itself is an intriguing jumble; its fountain-splashed modern square steps away from a cobbled quarter of 19th-century villas. Stay at Edno Vreme, a winning boutique B&B.
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5 Kazanlâk [image: ] 1 Day

It’s an easy drive east to Kazanlâk, the gateway to a string of evocative Thracian burial mounds – the Valley of Thracian Kings – and the capital of the country’s fragrant ‘Rose Valley’ (in bloom during May and June). The most famous tomb here dates from the 4th century BCE. The Chiflika guesthouse, next to the Kulata Ethnographic Complex, has neat, well appointed rooms.
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6 Veliko Târnovo [image: ] 1 Day

Climb up through the scenic Shipka Pass on your way to Veliko Târnovo, with its old quarter tucked into a dramatic bend of the Yantra River. Bulgaria’s 19th-century National Revival splendour is easy to relive along historic lanes such as ul Gurko. Hotel Gurko is an excellent choice for your last night. The soothing rooms feature balconies and outstanding valley views.
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ITINERARIES

Highlights of Romania & Bulgaria

[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Romania–Bulgaria bridge | EVANNOVOSTRO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Allow: 7 days	Distance: 560km



This tour is designed for travellers who want to see some of both countries and cover ground.
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1 Bucharest [image: ] 2 DAYS

Plan two days in Bucharest to get a feel for Romania’s high-octane capital city. See communist-era sights, like Ceaușescu’s gargantuan Palace of Parliament or the family villa, or take in some of the city’s excellent museums and unique architecture. For dinner, you’re spoiled for choice. One of our favourites is KAIAMO, a pioneer in ‘New Romanian Cuisine’, but there are lots of options.
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2 Ruse [image: ] 1 Day

Head south and cross the Danube at the ‘Friendship Bridge’. For decades, this was the only bridge connecting the two countries. Ruse is a charming port, with pretty 19th-century architecture, a lively square and the remains of an old Roman fortress and naval base.

[image: ] Detour: Head to the Rusenski Lom Nature Park to see some remarkable rock churches and caves. [image: ] 3 hours.
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3 Veliko Târnovo [image: ] 1 Day

Veliko Târnovo, Bulgaria’s medieval capital city, is an eye-opener. It was from here that Bulgaria’s tsars ruled the country in the 13th and 14th centuries, building the massive Tsarevets Fortress as an expression of their power. Walk the streets and then grab a bite at the beautifully restored inn, Han Hadzhi Nikoli, and relax over drinks and music at Art Bar Hipster.
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4 Shipka [image: ] 1 Day

Head south along Hwy E85 towards the village of Shipka, following a dazzling route that passes through the historic high-altitude Shipka Pass. Base yourself at the family-run IT Shipka Hotel, within easy walking distance of the spires and domes of the signature Shipka Memorial Church.

[image: ] Detour: Just southeast of Shipka, near Kazanlâk, find the remarkable Valley of the Thracian Kings. [image: ] 2 hours.
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5 Koprivshtitsa [image: ] 1 Day

From Shipka, head west towards Koprivshtitsa, the site of the original 1876 uprising against Ottoman rule and arguably Bulgaria’s finest heritage village. Devote your day to exploring the town’s immaculate architecture, breathing in some fresh mountain air, and exploring the half-dozen restored, walled mansions – now museums. Enjoy a traditional Bulgarian lunch or dinner at Chuchura.
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6 Sofia [image: ] 1 Day

Make the final push westwards toward Sofia, home to many of Bulgaria’s finest museums, galleries, restaurants, clubs, you name it. Spend one day or a week exploring the sights, taking in grand Vitosha boulevard, with its splendid view of Mt Vitosha in the distance. If you’ve got the time and energy, there are plenty of mountain trails here to explore.

[image: jpg]

SKAHRAMAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





WHEN TO GO


Most travellers opt for summer on the beach or winter on the slopes, but spring and autumn are more comfortable.



Romania and Bulgaria are traditionally ‘two-season’ destinations. Summer brings reams of holiday makers to the seashore, while trampers and trekkers head for the mountains as the higher-elevation trails clear from ice. The shorter winter season is all about skiing and snowboarding. Plan accordingly by prebooking accommodation at seaside resorts, like Sunny Beach or Mamaia, or ski resorts, like Bansko or Poiana Brașov, as far in advance as possible. Better yet, beat the crowds and enjoy nicer temperatures by traveling out of season. Spring (April/May) and autumn (September/October) are ideal for visiting lively cities like Sofia, Bucharest, Plovdiv, Cluj and Sibiu.

Festival & Holiday Calendar

When planning your trip, watch out for big festivals and holidays, when everyone and their brother are out on the roads. July and August are prime festival months. In Romania, the Assumption of Mary holiday falls on 15 August. Expect every hotel room in the country to be booked solid.


I LIVE HERE

SPRINGTIME IN ROMANIA

Larisa Cristea (about.me/larisacristea) is a sociologist and writer who uses the arts to help young mothers and children discover their potential.

Spring in Romania is truly picturesque, and May is the perfect month. The flowers are blooming, and the earth comes alive. It all starts on the 1 May holiday, which people celebrate by going to the seaside or meeting for a barbecue. For me, the day brings the first of many morning walks, surrounded by chirping birds, the rush of the river, and the rustling of leaves in the warm breeze.
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Borovets Ski Resort | PAUL PORTER/ROBERTHARDING/GETTY IMAGES ©


SNOW FALLS

Snow can pretty much be guaranteed in the mountainous areas of both Bulgaria and Romania from November through April (and longer at higher elevations). Snow is common at lower elevations, although when and how much is far less predictable.



SUNNY BEACHES

Bulgaria’s Sunny Beach has that name for a good reason. Indeed, that same name could apply from June to September to anywhere along the stretch of Black Sea coastline of both Bulgaria and Romania. Plan on plenty of sunshine at the seashore.

Romania’s Best Festivals


Mărțișor Romania’s festival season kicks off 1 March with this annual holiday marking the start of spring. On this day, women are offered small trinkets bound by red and white string.  [image: jpg] March

Brasov City Days Braşov throws its annual festival in the week following Orthodox Easter, which is the height of the religious calendar – find Easter markets everywhere.  [image: jpg] April or May

1 May Romanians travel to the Black Sea on the first of what hopefully will be many return visits.  [image: jpg] May

Festival of Medieval Arts Midsummer is manic, as towns and cities cram as much festivity as they can into the warm summer months. Look out for historical reenactments, such as this annual one in Suceava.  [image: jpg] August

Untold Festival and Electric Castle This is prime time for outdoor music fests, such as these festivals near Cluj.  [image: jpg] July and August

Bulgaria’s Best Festivals


Golden Grape Wine Festival Melnik launches the festive season each year with lots of drinking (and dancing).  [image: jpg] February

Easter The most important celebration of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. The faithful attend 11pm masses, where incense hangs thick in the air. Egg-fighting competitions take place outside. Special bread loaves and dyed eggs are prepared.  [image: jpg] April or May

Rose Festival As the roses burst into flower, Kazanlâk blesses visitors with rose water, rose liqueur and dance at annual street parades.  [image: jpg] June

Bansko’s International Folklore Festival The mountains come alive with the music of traditional Bulgarian folk dances and songs.  [image: jpg] July

Koprivshtitsa Folk Festival Keep that folk spirit alive, but bear in mind this event takes place only every five years.  [image: jpg] August


I LIVE HERE

‘JULY MORNING’ IN BULGARIA

Maria Stoyanova is a travel blogger (travellingbuzz.com) from Bulgaria

There’s a special tradition for the first day of July called ‘July Morning’ – my favourite time of the year. We stay up the night before and welcome the sunrise in the morning. It’s celebrated everywhere in Bulgaria, especially on the Black Sea. For the last three years, I’ve marked July Morning with a 2am hike to Vihren peak in the Pirins, where the sunrise view from over 2000m is breathtaking.
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‘July Morning’, Sofia | CIRCLEPHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

IT’S HOT OUT THERE

The months of July and August have gotten uncomfortably hot – heatwave-worthy – in both Bulgaria and Romania. Higher elevations help, as does air-conditioning. Be sure to plan for plenty of water parks and sea swims if traveling in midsummer.

Weather Through the Year
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JANUARY

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 2.8°C
Sofia: 4°C

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 5.5°C
Sofia: 7.1°C

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 11.4°C
Sofia: 12.2°C

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 18°C
Sofia: 17.3°C

[image: jpg]

MAY

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 24°C
Sofia: 21.9°C

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 27.7°C
Sofia: 25.9°C

[image: jpg]

JULY

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 29.8°C
Sofia: 28.6°C

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 29.8°C
Sofia: 29.1°C

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 24.6°C
Sofia: 24.1°C

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 17.9°C
Sofia: 18.2°C

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 9.8°C
Sofia: 11.2°C

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Average daytime max

Bucharest: 3.8°C
Sofia: 5.1°C





GET PREPARED
FOR ROMANIA & BULGARIA


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



[image: jpg]

Sibiu, Romania | NANCI SANTOS IGLESIAS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Clothes

For both countries, what you pack depends on the season and whether you’re heading to the sea or the mountains. During summer at the beach, you won’t need much more than shorts, a shirt and flip flops (and a swimming costume). In the mountains (and anywhere else from October to May) bring layers and plan for variable weather.

Shoes Unless you’re going to a concert or a wedding, leave the fancy heels or shiny Oxfords at home. It will be hard to tackle those slippery cobblestones with them. Instead, bring some flat shoes that you feel comfortable exploring in and hiking boots if you plan on hitting the trails.

Hats Even in winter, that sun can be intense – and deceptively strong on a fresh, windy day. Pack sunscreen too.


Manners

Romania Never refuse an offering of homemade food and drink, even if you’re bursting at the seams. A plentiful table shows the host’s prosperity.

Bulgaria Don’t be alarmed if someone crowds your personal space. Attitudes are more relaxed than in some other cultures. People may get up close and personal when speaking to you, or join your table at a crowded restaurant.




READ

[image: jpg]

Between the Woods and the Water (Patrick Leigh Fermor; 1986) Reminiscences by an Englishman of a journey through Transylvania in the ’30s.

[image: jpg]

Looking for George (Helena Drysdale; 1996) Hard to find but worth it. Harrowing tale of the search for a Romanian monk who goes missing after 1989.

[image: jpg]

The Historian (Elizabeth Kostova; 2005) Brilliantly reanimates the Dracula myth focusing on Vlad Ţepeş.

[image: jpg]

The Porcupine (Julian Barnes; 1992) The former ruler of a fictional post-communist country (modelled on Bulgaria) goes on trial.




Romanian Words

Bună (boo’-nuh) is short for ‘bună ziua’; it’s used informally to say ‘hi’.

Ce faci? (chay’-fahtch?) is ubiquitous for ‘What’s up? or ‘How are you?’

Mulțumesc (mults’-uh-mesk) means ‘thank you’. Make it more emphatic by saying mulțumesc frumos (mults’-ah-mesk froo’-mohs).

Cu plăcere (koo plah’-chair-e) Polite way of saying ‘You’re welcome’.

Bună seara (boo’-nuh say’-ra) is ‘Good evening’, used to greet people after 7pm.

La revedere (luh rev’-uh-dare-a) means ‘Goodbye’ – works if you’re leaving for an hour or a year.

Vă rog (vah-rohg’) means ‘Please’. Use it to sweeten a request when asking someone to do something.

Noroc! (noh-rohk!) Cheers! (when drinking). A bad idea if this is your third glass of ţuică (plum brandy).

Bulgarian Words

Добър ден! (doh’-bur dehn!) Literally ‘Good day’ but a common way to greet people.

Здравейте (zdrah’·vey·te) Polite form for ‘Hello’. Здравей (zdrah’-vey) is less formal.

Kак сте/си? (kahk’ ste/see) ‘How are you?’ Use ‘ste’ in formal situations, ‘see’ with friends.

Дoвиждане (do’·veezh·da·ne) ‘Goodbye’. Works in all situations.

Благoдаря (blah’-goh-da-rya!) Handy way to say ‘Thank you’. You’ll likely hear Няма защo (nya·ma zash·to) in return. That means something like ‘No need to thank me’.

Гoвoрите ли английски? (goh’·voh·ree·te lee ang·lees’·kee) Very useful phrase. Means ‘Do you speak English?’

Не разбирам (ne rahz’·bee·ram) Another one you might as well commit to memory. Means ‘I don’t understand’.

Наздраве! (Nahz’-drah-veh!) Cheers! (When raising a glass).




WATCH
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Flavours of Romania (2018–23) Netflix documentary on Romanian culture, cuisine, landscapes, and the need to preserve it all.

4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days (Cristi Mungiu; 2007) Breakthrough drama on illegal abortion that kicked off a renaissance in Romanian film-making.

Wednesday (2022; pictured) Popular Addams Family spinoff features several Romanian locations, including Bușteni’s Cantacuzino Castle.

Blaga’s Lessons (Stephan Komandarev; 2023) Bulgarian film-festival darling; a teacher gets scammed and loses everything.

Zift (Javor Gardev; 2008) Stylish Bulgarian historical crime drama; a man released from prison emerges into a completely different world.




LISTEN

Le Mystère des Voix Bulgares (1990) A now-legendary set of folk recordings from the Bulgarian national female choir.

Rapsodia Română (1903) The most famous piece of music by the respected Romanian composer George Enescu.

Gadna Poroda (Azis; 2011) Arguably, the best chalga (Bulgarian pop-folk) album by one of Bulgaria’s biggest stars.

Dă-i Foale (Subcarpați; 2018) Mesmerizing fusion of hip-hop and folk music from one of Romania’s best hip-hop bands.







THE FOOD SCENE


Meals in both countries share a delightful, home-made quality, incorporating fresh, organic produce into relatively uncomplicated, delicious dishes.



[image: jpg]

Romanian platters | ROMEOVIP_MD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

While cooking styles and popular dishes differ greatly in Romania and Bulgaria, the two have much in common when it comes to food. Both countries are blessed by lots of arable land and agricultural traditions that prize quality and flavour over mass production and factory farming. The result is fresh, organic meats, fruits and vegetables, even at places that don’t necessarily boast about ‘farm-fresh’ or ‘locally sourced’ ingredients. Cooks in both countries draw liberally on traditional peasant recipes, with borrowings from neighbouring cultures such as Turkish, Hungarian, German and Balkan. Pork is a staple in both, with beef and chicken not far behind, though you’ll also find recipes that incorporate duck, lamb, venison and fish (in coastal regions and from freshwater streams). Bulgarian cooking, with its fresh salads and grills, resembles closely what you’d find in Greece or Turkey. In Romania, simple cornmeal mush – mămăligă – does a star turn. It’s eaten (often in place of potatoes) as a popular side or on its own, with a dollop of sour cream.

Romania

Food that Comforts

Traditional Romanian cooking wasn’t bred so much to dazzle as to satisfy. Mămăligă (often called ‘polenta’ on menus) was seemingly invented to warm and fill the stomach. You’ll find it at restaurants, inns and family homes around the country. Mămăligă can be disappointingly bland or stodgy in restaurants, but when fresh and home-made, it hits the spot. Mămăligă pairs beautifully with sarmale– which might be seen as Romania’s de facto national dish except that it is actually an import from the days of Ottoman rule –and a comfort-food extraordinaire. Sarmale are cabbage or vine leaves, stuffed with spiced meat and rice; the mămăligă here provides an excellent backstop for soaking up the juices.


Best Romanian Dishes

MĂMĂLIGĂ

Cornmeal mush (‘polenta’ on English menus) with smântână (sour cream).

SARMALE

Cabbage or vine leaves stuffed with spiced meat and rice.

TOCHITURĂ

Hearty stew of pan-fried pork in a spicy tomato or wine sauce, topped with an egg.

CIORBĂ

Signature ‘sour’ soup – the local favourite is ciorbă de burtă (garlicky tripe soup).



Creative Soups & Stews

Romanian cooking shows off its diversity starting with the very first course: the soup. Soups, known here as ciorbă, come in countless varieties. The local favourite is ciorbă de burtă, a garlicky tripe soup. Others worth looking for include ciorbă de perişoare (spicy soup with meatballs and vegetables) and ciorbă de legume (vegetable soup cooked with meat stock). If you’re heading to the Danube delta, look for that area’s delicious fish soup (ciorbă de peste;) on your visit. Tochitură, another menu staple, is a hearty pork stew that could easily be filed away under the ‘comfort food’ category too. There are several regional varieties, particularly in Moldavia and Dobrogea, the coastal area east of the Danube.

[image: jpg]

Ciorbă de perişoare | PFONGABE33/GETTY IMAGES ©


NEW ROMANIAN CUISINE

Chefs, diners and, yes, Lonely Planet writers too in Bucharest are abuzz about what’s being called ‘New Romanian Cuisine’. In the past few years, this concept of reinterpreting traditional recipes and using sustainably farmed, local ingredients, while giving a modern nod to attractive plating, has reinvigorated restaurants. And it’s not just a Bucharest thing. Chefs in other cities have taken notice too. In part, the movement is a reaction to the bland and featureless food of communist times, when recipes and food supplies were standardised. It’s also a recognition of diversity in traditional Romanian cooking. The best new chefs draw inspiration from Turkish, Hungarian, German and Balkan influences that have always been present in Romania’s diet. We’ve highlighted our favourites on page 71.

[image: jpg]

Fish fillet with mashed pumpkin | CARINA TOCMELEA/500PX/GETTY IMAGES ©



Tips for Going Meatless

During religious holidays, many restaurants offer a meniu de post (without meat or dairy) to accommodate devout believers. This menu might include mains like cartofi piure (mashed potatoes), sarmale de post (vegan cabbage rolls), zacuscă de vinete (roasted aubergine dip) and tocăniţă de legume de post (vegan vegetable stew). Aside from that, every restaurant will have a long list of very good salads. Salată de roşii (tomato salad) is sliced tomatoes doused in olive oil and vinegar; a mixed salad is called salată asortată.


Best Bulgarian Dishes

KAVARMA

Delicious claypot stews made with either chicken or pork.

KEBABCHE

Grilled, spiced pork sausages. Similar to kyufte (round, flat patty). Both are tasty, filling and cheap.

SHOPSKA SALAD

Chopped tomatoes, cucumbers, red peppers and onions, dabbed with feta.

KISELO MLYAKO

World’s best yoghurt; pops up in sweet and savoury dishes, salads and desserts.



Bulgaria

Gorgeous Grills & Claypot Concoctions

Grilled meats, especially pork, are the most popular dishes served in a restaurant or mehana (tavern). Tucking into a perfectly grilled pork kebabche or kyufte (usually called ‘meatballs’ on menus) is a real treat, particularly when paired with a salad and shot of rakia (grape or plum brandy). The Greek-influenced musaka (moussaka), made with minced pork or veal and topped with potatoes, is quick and delicious. Shishcheta (shish kebabs) – chunks of chicken or pork on wooden skewers – as well as steaks, fillets and chops, are widely available. Look out too for meat stews. These ‘claypot meals’ – kavarma – can be excellent. Exact recipes vary from one region to the next, but the meat is cooked in a pot with vegetables, cheese and sometimes egg, and is brought bubbling to the table.


FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Golden Grape (February) Melnik’s premier wine event, with local wines plus singing and dancing.

Kazanlâk Rose Festival (pictured; rosefestivalkazanlak.com; June) Celebration of roses in all forms, even drinkable ones. Try Kazanlâk’s ‘Gyulova Rakia’ – schnapps made from roses.

Bucharest Street Food Festival (facebook.com/buchareststreetfoodfestival; May and September) Every type of street food/truck food imaginable.

Revino Bucharest Wine Show (wineshow.revino.ro; May) Romania’s biggest wine event offers the chance to learn about Romania’s underrated wines.

Oktoberfest (oktoberfestromania.ro; September) Fun Braşov event with a classic combo of tankards of beer, traditional music and lots of sausages.

Focus in the Park (focus-agency.ro; August) Street food and alternative music festival held in a local Sibiu park.
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Land of Salads

Salads are an essential part of most Bulgarian meals. The ingredients are often so fresh – tomatoes actually taste like tomatoes – you might be tempted to order them for every meal. You’ll find a long list of salads on menus. The ubiquitous Shopska salad (tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers and onions, covered with feta) is so popular that it’s the de facto national dish.

Very Drinkable Wines

Bulgaria’s excellent wines are a product of its varied climate zones, rich soil and proud tradition. Look for opportunities to taste local wines at wineries, gourmet restaurants and bars, and even at roadside stands. Bulgaria has five main wine-producing regions, each with unique microclimates and grape varietals. The best known is probably the southwest region, bounded by the Struma River and Pirin Mountains, and featuring a Mediterranean climate and soil. Signature wines include Shiroka Melnishka Loza from Melnik, and Keratzuda from Kresna, a village between Blagoevgrad and Sandanski. The coastal region, where long summers and mild autumns create good conditions for grape-growing, is also important in winemaking. Nearly a third of Bulgaria’s vineyards are here, with varietals ranging from Dimyat, Traminer, Gewürztraminer, Riesling, Muscat Ottonel and Sauvignon Blanc.
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Romanian Specialities

Best Snacks & Street Food

Covrigi Hot pretzels sprinkled with salt, or sesame or poppy seeds.

Gogoși Doughnuts, dusted with sugar or stuffed with fruit.

Placinte Warm sweet or savoury pastries, stuffed with fruit, curd cheese or meat.

Mici Grilled rolls of spiced minced pork or beef, served with mustard.

Sweet Treats

Papanaşi Fried dough, stuffed with sweetened curd cheese and covered with jam and heavy cream.

Clătite Sweet crepes slathered in chocolate or cream.

Îngheţată Ice cream, available everywhere in restaurants and from street vendors.

Dare to Try

Răcituri Jelly made from pig’s hooves.

Ciorbă de potroace An unforgettable soup made from chicken entrails.

Bulgarian Specialities

Best Snacks & Street Food

Banitsa Flaky cheese pastry, freshly baked and served hot from simple counters and kiosks.

Gevrek Ring-shaped, bagel-like bread rolls dusted in poppy or sesame seeds and sold by street vendors.

Sweet Treats

Lokum Tooth-tingling ‘Turkish delight’ is a common treat in sweetshops.

Mekitsi Deep-fried yoghurt doughnuts definitely worth sampling.

Baklava Syrup-drenched pistachio pastry, similar to tolumbi (honey-soaked pastry logs).

Kiflichki Croissant-shaped buns filled with marmalade, chocolate or cheese.

Dare to Try

Shkembe chorba Tripe soup concoction, adding in milk, paprika and red-wine vinegar.

Ezik Finely sliced pork or beef tongue, fried in butter.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Pavaj Award-winning Kapana staple, features the freshest home-grown ingredients in town.

Bey House A gourmet take on Bulgarian cuisine, with great wines and delicious sweets in a walled garden.

Sea Devils Excellent seafood and grilled meats served on a terrace with splendid views of Sozopol’s old town.

Piata9 This artisan food hall is a local favourite, for good reason.

Toujours Imaginative, eclectic cooking (including a fun, retro version of chicken ‘Kung Pao’). Book in advance.

KAIAMO State-of-the-art experimental Romanian cuisine; the carefully curated menu is storytelling on a plate.




THE YEAR IN FOOD
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SPRING

Easter is the high point of the Orthodox calendar. The main meal in both Romania and Bulgaria revolves around lamb. Breads play an important side role, particularly a sweetish loaf called kozunak in Bulgarian and cozonac in Romanian.
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SUMMER

Markets are stuffed with the fruits and vegetables of the moment. The strawberries and cherries of the early season gradually give way to raspberries, corn, peaches, aubergines and watermelon, and many more delights.
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AUTUMN

The cooler nights mean prime mushroom-picking weather. The wine-growing regions celebrate the annual grape harvest. Farmers markets fill up with the season’s pears and apples as well as squash and pumpkins.
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WINTER

Christmas is the main winter event, and households start preparing days or weeks in advance. Stuffed cabbage leaves (sarmi in Bulgarian, sarmale in Romania) are often a big part of the traditional meal.







THE OUTDOORS


Get ready to move. Mountains, coasts and river valleys set the stage for endless activities, including hiking, swimming, skiing and wildlife spotting.
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Both Romania and Bulgaria are great holiday choices for nature-based activities. Both countries are crossed by high mountains and boast thousands of kilometres of marked hiking trails. Come winter, these same mountains are tailor-made for downhill skiing. By June, the waters of the Black Sea have warmed up enough for comfortable swimming. Beach season lasts through September. The two countries also offer ample opportunities for birding and wildlife spotting, as well as cycling, caving, kayaking, and just about everything else.

Hiking

Hiking is a national pastime for both Romanians and Bulgarians. In Romania, most of the action takes place in Transylvania, ringed by the high-ranging Carpathian chain. The most popular areas are the Bucegi and Făgăraş ranges, accessible from near Braşov. The Bucegi has a flat-top plateau that can be reached by cable cars from Sinaia and Bușteni. Well known for their karst formations and underground caves, the Apuseni Mountains are also on the adventurer’s radar screen. Other fruitful hiking areas include the Retezat National Park and around Păltiniş, near Sibiu. In Moldavia, find gorgeous walks among the lesser-visited Rarău and Ceahlău mountains. The Via Transilvanica long-distance hiking trail, partly accessible to cyclists, opens up large swathes of the country to multiday trekkers.

In Bulgaria, the Pirins offer the finest walking country. It’s an alpine landscape of glacial valleys and crystal-clear lakes, and the climate is blessed with a moderating Mediterranean influence. The Rila Mountains are a rugged, rocky, heavily forested range with plunging glacial valleys and rich plant life. For long-distance walkers, the trans-European hiking trails E3, E4 and E8 all cross through the country, while the E3 trail follows the crest of the Stara Planina range from Belogradchik eastwards all the way to the coast at Cape Emine.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Enjoy slipping back to the bygone era of steam trains, chugging through Maramureș’ Vaser Valley.

Release your child (or your own inner-child) to enjoy the enormous Aqua Magic Water Park at Mamaia.

Go agog at the ancient cave-bear skeletons found deep inside the Bears Cave.

The slow boat ride through the Ropotamo Nature Reserve is fun, educational and perfect for little kids.

Teens will have a blast clambering up ladders and over waterfalls at Seven Ladders Canyon.

Melnik is surrounded by sand pyramids and several hikes of just the right difficulty for a fun, whole-family outing.



Skiing & Winter Sports

Bulgaria may be better known for skiing than Romania, but resorts in both countries have acceptably high standards. Bansko is Bulgaria’s number one skiing and snowboarding resort, with the most modern facilities, the longest season and biggest international profile. Pamporovo, at 1650m in the Rodopi Mountains, is a more family-friendly place and great for beginners. Borovets, in the Rila Mountains, is decent and adds the benefit of more than 30km of cross-country runs. In Romania, Poiana Braşov – near the city of Braşov – is fun and easy to reach. For something more challenging, Sinaia offers scope for the experienced skier, with wide bowls at its summit that funnel to gullies and half-pipes.
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Birdwatching & Wildlife Spotting

Both countries lie astride major bird-migration routes. Romania’s Danube delta, in particular, is a world-class birders’ heaven. Nearly the entire global population of red-breasted geese winters here. In Bulgaria, Pelican Lake, near the Danube port of Silistra, is important, well, for pelicans. Along the coast, the Poda Conservation Centre and Pomorie Lake are good spots and both active in bird conservation.

Romania is home to around half of Europe’s brown bear population – most of them concentrated in Transylvania. Your chances of spotting a wild bear idling along the Transfăgărăşan Road are actually pretty good. Several companies offer more structured bear- and other wildlife-spotting trips.


More Outdoor Adventures

CAVING

The challenging Fortress Cave in Romania’s Apuseni Mountains opens into a magical underworld.

CYCLING

Resorts in both Bansko and Sinaia offer exhilarating, warm-weather mountain-biking.

HEALTH SPAS

The healing properties of Bulgaria’s Hisar spa were famous even in Roman times.

MOUNTAIN CLIMBING

In Romania, conquering the peaks of the Făgăraş Mountains is considered the gold standard.

RAFTING & KAYAKING

Try Romania’s Apuseni Mountains for white-water rafting or kayaking on artificial lakes, like Drăgan Reservoir.

SWIMMING

In Bulgaria, find the perfect beach at Veleka.

ZIPLINING

Ziplines have popped up around Romania and Bulgaria. In Romania, try the Mega Tiroliana Bucovina zipline.





ACTION AREAS


Where to find the best outdoor activities in Romania and Bulgaria.
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ROMANIA

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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BUCHAREST
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FROM ‘LITTLE PARIS’ TO SPRAWLING METROPOLIS


Romania’s capital is leaving behind the remnants of communism, charging full speed ahead with urban regeneration, investments galore and a wide range of culinary and cultural offerings.
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A lot has changed in Bucharest since communism fell in 1989, following 42 years of darkness and isolation. It’s no longer dark, and it’s certainly no longer isolated.

Emerging as a princely residence in 1459 during the rule of the bellicose Vlad Ţepeş (‘Vlad The Impaler’), Bucharest has traversed many different eras that have shaped its legacy, from a thriving 17th-century merchant centre as Wallachia’s capital, to becoming Romania’s capital in 1862, to prosperity and expansion during the golden years of constitutional monarchy. Nowadays, Romania’s leading economic centre has attained the fastest economic growth in Central and Eastern Europe, becoming a stable hub on the continent’s eastern flank.

Romanians are Latins among Slavic neighbours, and the national capital displays a similar confluence of cultures. Centuries-old Byzantine churches stand alongside French-built belle-époque palaces (which once prompted the nickname ‘Little Paris’), accompanied by a buzzing cafe culture. As eclectic as its architecture, the city has gone from dreary to cheery in a relatively short period. It’s now energetic and fast-changing, and has a clear mission of rejuvenation. Bucharest offers a fun, bohemian lifestyle, and with festivals aplenty, a frenzy of weekly restaurant openings and an ever-growing number of gourmet shops, the challenge for any visitor is where to begin. However, as the city’s population now exceeds 2 million, heavy traffic is an issue and you’ll need patience to navigate a public transport system that is being significantly overhauled. Better parking, decongestion and increasing green space are all on the agenda.

The Palace of Parliament former dictator Nicolae Ceaușescu defiantly imposed on the city looms large, but look past this vast, unloved building, and instead get lost on historic side streets where late-19th- and early-20th-century manors abound, with garden bars often tucked behind them.

Once ravaged by demolitions, earthquakes and urban chaos, Bucharest today is ripe with entrepreneurial, creative energy. Reasons to visit include the first new media museum of immersive art in the region and the largest wellness centre in Europe. And there is a New Romanian cuisine worthy of Michelin-star attention, a plethora of craft beers and local wines to discover, and a vast array of hip coffee spots serving speciality brews.

So, park your preconceptions and get ready for Bucharest to surprise you.
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Find Your Way


Central Bucharest is best explored on foot. The main sights are sprinkled along Calea Victoriei between Piața Victoriei and Piața Revoluției, leading into the Historic Centre. Palace of Parliament is a 20-minute walk north of Piața Unirii. The capital’s northern side with parks and top museums is a short metro ride away, or a longer enjoyable stroll.
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Plan Your Days


Bucharest juggles a legacy of belle époque and Byzantine-style churches, plus remnants of the communist era. With a vibrant culture and ever-growing culinary scene, it takes time to grasp the variety of experiences.
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Day 1

Morning

• First, coffee at M60. Get an early start for a guided tour of the vast Palace of Parliament whose construction dramatically altered the fabric of the capital.

Afternoon

• Lunch at authentic Băcănia Veche. Stroll on Calea Victoriei for a look into ‘Little Paris’ and the site of events from the 1989 Revolution. After a drink in idyllic Café Verona, promenade in Cișmigiu Garden.

Evening

• Wander the cobblestone streets of the Old Town for a glimpse into early Bucharest. Check out eye-catching Cărturești Carusel. Dine at historic brewery Caru’ cu Bere.




Day 2

Morning

• Explore the leafy northern part of town, filled with sumptuous architecture. Plan a stop at Spring Palace, the opulent former Ceaușescu residence. Down the block, hip Museum of Recent Art (MARe) features communist-era modern art from the 1960s onwards.

Afternoon

• Stroll through sprawling King Michael I Park, with lunch at one of the posh lakeside restaurants for the best views. Enjoy an ethnographic cultural immersion into bucolic Romania at the Dimitrie Gusti National Village Museum on the shores of Herăstrău Lake.

Evening

• Refuel at BOB Coffee Lab in Piața Charles de Gaulle before indulging in experimental Romanian cuisine at KAIAMO.




Day 3

Morning

• Start slow with brunch and speciality coffee at Rekolta in Floreasca, followed by a stroll in one of the adjacent parks.

Afternoon

• Hop in a taxi and spend the afternoon relaxing at lush Therme Bucharest, where you can also have lunch. Alternatively, explore the architecture of Cotroceni, stopping at the romantic Infinitea teahouse.

Evening

• Enjoy an immersive audiovisual experience at MINA Museum of Immersive New Art. Walk to NOR Sky Casual Restaurant for a sunset dinner on the 36th floor and enjoy panoramic views of Bucharest.



Seasonal Highlights

Late spring or early autumn are the best times to visit Bucharest, thanks to an abundance of festivals and the finest weather.

MARCH

The tradition of Mărțișor marks the start of spring on 1 March, just as magnolias erupt in beauty and fragrance.
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APRIL

Don’t miss Spotlight Festival, when historical landmarks on Calea Victoriei shine through video mapping and light-art projections.
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MAY

Lilacs and linden blossoms, plus Night of the Museums, Romanian Design Week and the Bucharest Half Marathon.
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JUNE

24 June marks the Day of the Romanian Blouse and Midsummer (Sânziene). Join some buoyant street theatre.
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AUGUST

August can be oppressively hot, but the Summer Well festival on the Ştirbei Estate in Buftea is a refreshing, entertaining escape.
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SEPTEMBER

Take in the biannual George Enescu Festival, a month-long classical music event welcoming major orchestras from around the world.
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DECEMBER

A festive 1 December hails Romania’s National Day, as the Bucharest Christmas Market opens by the Palace of Parliament.
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GETTING AROUND

You’ll notice many locals prefer to take their car out even for short distances, making Bucharest one of the most congested capitals in Europe. And that’s partly due to chaotic, ageing public transport options. However, that’s been changing significantly with infrastructure repairs, reforming the parking system, inaugurating new metro lines and replacing old trams and buses with efficient, streamlined ones. Public-transport use has already increased compared to the previous year and the decongestion trend is continuing.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cărturești Verona/Café Verona

2 Caru’ cu Bere

3 Cișmigiu Garden

4 Dimitrie Gusti National Village Museum

5 KAIAMO

6 King Michael I Park

7 M60

8 MINA Museum of Immersive New Art

9 Museum of Recent Art

10 Museum of the Romanian Peasant

11 NOR Sky Casual Restaurant

12 Palace of Parliament

13 Romanian Athenaeum

14 Spring Palace

EXPERIENCES

15 ARCUB

16 CEC Palace

17 Choral Temple

18 Communism Museum & Coffee

19 Elvira Popescu Cinema

20 Equestrian Statue of Carol I

21 George Enescu Museum

22 Grigore Antipa Natural History Museum

23 Icoanei Gardens

24 Ioanid Park

25 Museum of Bucharest

26 National Art Museum

27 National History Museum

28 National Museum of Contemporary Art

29 National Museum of Geology

30 National Museum of Maps and Old Books

31 National Museum of Romanian Aviation

32 National Theatre of Bucharest

33 Nicolae Minovici Museum

34 Old Princely Court

35 Old Princely Court Church

36 Piața Universității

37 Rebirth Memorial

38 Schitul Dârvari

39 Stavropoleos Church

40 Stock Exchange Palace

41 Theodor Pallady Museum

42 Triumphal Arch

ACTIVITIES

43 Control Club

EATING

see 46 5ensi by BeanZ Café

44 Coolinart

45 French Revolution

46 GastroLab

47 GYST

48 Patiseria Comteia

49 YUNITY Park

DRINKING

50 Apollo 111

51 Artichoke Social House

see 50 Beans & Dots

52 Berăria H

53 BOB Coffee Lab

54 Camera din Față

see 50 FIX Me a drink

55 La Vita e Velo

56 Origo

57 Saint Roastery

see 53 STEAM Coffee Shop

ENTERTAINMENT

58 Casa Mița Biciclista

SHOPPING

59 AlbAlb

60 ALTRNTV

61 APARTERRE

62 Calea Victoriei

63 Cărturești & friends

64 Cărtureşti Carusel

65 Mesteshukar ButiQ [MBQ]

66 Mingle

67 MODUL Cărturești

68 OTOTO

69 The EDIT
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Follow the @Aiciastat association on Instagram for ongoing stories and events shedding light on Bucharest’s architectural heritage and its preservation, led by passionate cultural storyteller Ana Rubeli.



A Walk Through ‘Little Paris’

Rise to fame

Set the ball rolling on Calea Victoriei, the capital’s main thoroughfare connecting the most important sights and monuments between Piața Victoriei and Piața Revoluției, before carrying on to the Historic Centre. Lined with an ample array of coffee shops, restaurants, historic hotels and boutiques, this upmarket shopping strip pulses amidst a revered cafe culture that has endured since the last century. The early 20th century was Bucharest’s most prosperous era, and during the reign of Carol I, the first King of Romania, large neoclassical buildings and beaux-arts palaces designed by French architects sprung up, with the city acquiring the label of ‘Little Paris’ throughout Europe by the end of the 1930s.

The Equestrian Statue of Carol I propped up in front of the Central University Library makes for a nice introduction to the capital’s past, sitting right next to the site of events from the 1989 Revolution that abolished the communist regime. Facing it is the former Royal Palace, today housing the National Art Museum (Muzeul Naţional de Artă) – all mere steps away from the emblematic Romanian Athenaeum (Ateneul Român). From May to early October, the artery welcomes a festival-like atmosphere on weekends, becoming pedestrian-only during ‘Open Streets’. Started during the pandemic for people to promenade on a road otherwise inundated by cars, it revitalised the area with culture and artistic events, and reconnected locals with their city.

A leisurely walk takes you past most of the notable belle-époque landmarks. One of the finest is the Art Nouveau Cantacuzino Palace, inside of which the George Enescu Museum (Muzeul George Enescu; temporarily closed as of 2023 due to ongoing restoration) is dedicated to the national composer.
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Pomp at the Athenaeum

A beloved symbol

Carrara marble, pink-hued Doric columns and four monumental spiral staircases lead up the Big Hall, where a large 70m fresco depicting 25 scenes from Romanian history keep watch from the ceiling. Unlike other main sights Bucharest is known for, the domed concert hall is one locals actually love and support. Designed by French architect Albert Galleron, the neoclassical Romanian Athenaeum inaugurated in 1888 stands at the heart of Romania’s classical-music tradition. Perhaps the finest landmark in the city, it’s become a symbol following an enthusiastic donation campaign towards the end of the 19th century dubbed ‘Give a penny for the Athenaeum!’ after its initial budget was exceeded. Today it’s home to the George Enescu Philharmonic Orchestra, where the most celebrated Romanian composer in history made his debut and gave the first performance of his masterpiece Romanian Rhapsody.

Every two years, during most of September, Bucharest welcomes some of the world’s major orchestras and soloists in tribute to George Enescu (1881–1955). Created in 1958 to honour his legacy, the prestigious George Enescu Festival is a feast for classical-music lovers: a month-long event with dozens of concerts to choose from. The city is always buzzing during the festival, jam-packed with visitors from around the world.

WHERE TO STAY IN BUCHAREST

Courtyard by Marriott Bucharest Floreasca

Modern business hotel in Floreasca; caters to the Pipera business district. €€

Pergola Boutique Hotel

Pretty boutique hotel in the heart of charming (and quiet) Cotroceni, with a nice terrace and good food. €€

T5 Social

Not just a hostel, but a much-loved community hub with a social bar, themed nights and a canopy yoga space. €

Suter Palace

Heritage boutique hotel set on a hilltop in a 1906 manor near Carol Park, facing the Palace of Parliament. €€€

Rosetti Hotel

Boutique aparthotel grafts contemporary design onto an early-20th-century villa, a block south of Icoanei Park. €€

Matisse Bucharest Old Town

Chic, large apartments smack dab in the middle of action. Beautiful design, excellent value for money. €€


PIAțA REVOLUțIEI

Piața Revoluției takes its name from the bloody Revolution that overthrew the regime of Nicolae Ceaușescu in 1989. The communist leader gave his infamous last speech from the balcony of the former Central Committee of the Communist Party building on 21 December (now housing the Interior Ministry) before fleeing by helicopter from the roof. (He was caught soon after, put on trial and executed by firing squad on Christmas Day.) During that time, the crowds were randomly shot at, many losing their lives.

Directly in front of the building, the Rebirth Memorial (Memorialul Renaşterii) erected in 2005 pays homage to the fallen victims, its white obelisk piercing what looks like a basket-like potato on a stick – a subject of bemusement for many.



Wander the Historic Centre

Princely beginnings

Bucharest’s cobblestoned Historic Centre is mostly referred to as the Old Town, the heart around which the capital grew into a flourishing merchant quarter. Pasajul Macca-Villacrosse connects Calea Victoriei to Str Lipscani through a statuesque portal on Str Eugeniu Carada, from which stained-glass windows on a beautiful rotunda hover over the cafes. Don’t miss the numismatic collection inside the monumental National Bank of Romania Museum (Muzeul Băncii Naţionale a României). It’s free to visit; reserve a guided tour online at least two working days in advance (bring ID). Built in eclectic late-19th-century style with blueprints by French architects of the Romanian Athenaeum and Opera Garnier fame, its exquisite Marble Hall was initially used for bank operations.

Picturesque Stavropoleos Church is perhaps the city’s smallest church, but its most beautiful. Built in Brâncovenesc style in 1724, it reveals a peaceful courtyard filled with tombstones and ivy-covered cloisters. Steps away, Bucharest’s oldest brewery Caru’ cu Bere is decidedly tourist-clobbered, but worth the visit for its timeless neo-Gothic decor and house beer whose recipe dates from 1879 (brave the pork knuckle, it’s divine). Evenings are merry with folkloric singalongs and dancing. From the terrace, the grand beaux-arts CEC Palace on Calea Victoriei appears, a postcard corner that has stood the test of time. Directly opposite, the National History Museum (Muzeul Naţional de Istorie a României) houses Dacian artefacts, ancient jewels and regal gems, including King Carol’s famed steel crown. A replica of the 2nd-century Trajan’s Column recalls the times of the Daco-Roman battles. A funny yet puzzling figure can be seen on the steps outside: the statue of Emperor Trajan standing naked and holding a Dacian wolf.
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BUCHAREST ORIGINS

Originally certified as a royal residence in 1459 during Vlad Țepeș’ rule of Wallachia, the ruins of the Old Princely Court (Palatul Voievodal, Curtea Veche) date from the 15th century. Following multiple delays to wide-ranging repairs and expansion works, the site remains closed.

Directly across from the ruins is Hanu’ lui Manuc, the oldest inn in town. Sixteenth-century Old Princely Court Church (Biserica Curtea Veche) is Bucharest’s oldest church: a revered place of worship where hundreds of pilgrims arrive on Tuesdays to pray to the relics of St Anthony the Great.

Street names such as Covaci (blacksmiths), Șelari (saddle makers) or Blănari (furriers) tell the story of occupations practised centuries ago. Str Lipscani is the biggest, named after the city of Leipzig (many of the traders at the time brought their wares from there).



WHERE TO STAY IN HISTORIC BUCHAREST

The Marmorosch Bucharest

Former 19th-century bank turned heritage hotel in the Old Town, with a Gatsby–like speakeasy. €€€

Epoque Hotel Relais & Châteaux

Classy boutique hotel oozing luxury and a fine-dining restaurant by Cișmigiu. €€€

InterContinental Athénée Palace

Iconic Art Nouveau hotel, once a hideout for WWII spies, by the Romanian Athenaeum. €€€

Old Town Reloaded

A makeover

After a long period of neglect, the Old Town made a dramatic U-turn more than a decade ago, becoming a party hotspot, full of restaurants, bars and clubs. While many landmarks have been revamped, with some impressive new hotels replacing deserted buildings, the district is still trying to find its footing. There’s a distinct mismatch in the close coexistence of heritage sites and Byzantine-style churches with the questionable shops of mass tourism. Some corners remain in limbo, pending legal questions over their future, but change is afoot. However, certain streets are paving their own way, marvellously reviving the old while blending in the new. For example, at the intersection of Doamnei with Str Ion Ghica, presided over by the imposing Stock Exchange Palace – another beaux-arts beauty – a design-meets-speciality-coffee culture is paving the way. Local architects have joined forces to create a sort of manifesto for converting the area into a vibrant, here-to-stay community.

Start at GYST on Str Blănari, a bistro serving high-quality comfort food by day, and a hip bar by night. The fun poster-filled locale kept the original floors from its historic, beautifully restored house. Directly opposite Ghica House – a spruced-up modernist building with Art Deco influences (formerly the Urban Land Credit) – ESHTE Shop & Café is a creative space fostering Romanian artisans and contemporary designers, with exclusive items found only here (that unisex Constantin Brâncuși–inspired perfume might just be the deluxe gift you’re looking for). Entering the courtyard next to it, long-enduring Circa 1703-3071 is a vintage-seeker’s dream: an eclectic shop by an architect who’s truly passionate about antique wares. End by people-watching on the humming pavement by La Vita e Velo, a bike-cum-coffee shop that is as enticing as its good looks suggest – a haven for both coffee connoisseurs and cycling enthusiasts.

Hang Out in Cișmigiu

Creative quarter

The iconic meeting place of Piața Universității – the symbolic kilometre 0 for its role in fighting for democracy (to this day, most notable protests start here) and site of the historic University of Bucharest – has seen considerable change of late With landmarks like the National Theatre of Bucharest, the country’s leading stage, or the fetching neo-Gothic Suţu Palace housing the Museum of Bucharest (Muzeul Municipiului București, Palatul Șuțu), the energy amplifies as you head west.

With a cluster of hip bars, shops and galleries popping up, the Cișmigiu district has become the designated ‘Creative Quarter’ promoting creative industries and contributing to urban regeneration. It’s also home to Cișmigiu Garden, the oldest public park in town and one of its most scenic, with a lake (and paddle boats for rent). As Str Lipscani intersects Ion Brezoianu, the artsy venues multiply. Walking past the heritage Art Nouveau Hotel Cișmigiu, you soon find yourself by Palatul Universul, a former printing house brought back to life as a culture hub. Inside, FIX Me a drink serves ingredient-led botanical cocktails specific to the region, while Apollo 111 runs a great bar and hosts quirky, disco nights. Also worth checking out is the stylish Beans & Dots speciality coffee and concept store, where frequent design fairs featuring local entrepreneurs are held at Mezanin Market.

Down the block, Control Club is an undisputed favourite for live indie and electronic music concerts (DJs also), with a leafy garden terrace open all year long. For a chilled spot to mingle, sip a craft beer or coffee, head to artsy Artichoke Social House.


ARCUB CULTURAL CENTRE

Located on the ruins of 19th-century Gabroveni Inn, the restored ARCUB Gabroveni is a mix of old and new, evocative of the thriving times in the Historic Centre. With various galleries and an inspiring foyer and courtyard often hosting soirees, Bucharest’s multidisciplinary cultural centre at the intersection of momentous Str Lipscani and Str Gabroveni contributes to the cultural identity of the capital. Various exhibits take place throughout the year, as well as performances, film screenings and several events such as the Bucharest Jazz Festival.

Scan the below QR code to stay informed about ARCUB happenings online:
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WHERE TO EAT ROMANIAN FOOD IN BUCHAREST

Băcănia Veche

The go-to place for authentic meals in Piața Romană. Artisanal delicacies and a cosy, dim-lit garden. €€

Hanu’ Berarilor Casa Oprea Soare

Interwar-inspired menu and historic brewery in a neo-Romanian manor. €€

Bucătăria.localfood

Where millennials go for local, comfort food. Unfussy menu, snug, playful locale, just off Piața Romană. €

On the Trail of a Dictator

Outsized ambitions

How does a building with 1100 rooms sound? Megalomaniac, right? The second-largest administrative building in the world after the Pentagon, the Palace of Parliament (Palatul Parlamentului, Casa Poporului) is a monument of blatant opulence erected to amplify the personality cult of dictator Nicolae Ceaușescu. Inflicting irreparable trauma to the fabric of the capital, constructing it meant wiping out the Uranus neighbourhood, demolishing churches of priceless historical value (some were astonishingly salvaged, moved on wheels), and displacing thousands of people. Despite housing the Parliament of Romania and the National Museum of Contemporary Art (Muzeul Naţional de Artă Contemporană; MNAC), the majority of the building remains unused. Book ahead for a visit, by guided tour only (bring your passport).

Perhaps more jarring is the Spring Palace (Palatul Primăverii) in the wealthy Primăverii district, the former residence of Ceaușescu, his wife Elena, and their three kids. At a time when the population was facing daily power cuts, food rationing and limited heating during long winters, this gilded mansion with a private cinema, a decadent mosaic spa and peacocks roaming about in the garden stood in glaring contrast. You’ll be transported back to 1989 before the Ceaușescus fled in the face of revolution, the couple’s pyjamas ominously lying on the bed. Book online for guided tours only. On the same boulevard, the stylish Museum of Recent Art (Muzeul de Artă Recentă; MARe) offers a contemporary outlook, featuring communist-era modern art from the 1960s onwards in a monolithic minimalist building, with the popular Beans & Dots speciality coffee shop on the ground floor.

A newcomer in the Old Town (spot the red door entrance from Str Soarelui), the Communism Museum & Coffee is a more intimate space devoted to life under communism, and arranged to look and feel like a home during the repressive era. Visitors can interact with the exhibits, try the outfits on or have a drink in the ‘living room’ while listening to old hymns played on an original vinyl.
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BEST WINE BARS IN BUCHAREST

UVA Wine Shop & Bar

Cosy, elegant wine bar in a gorgeous, restored building by Cișmigiu. Great variety of regional wines and personalised service.

Mosto Natural Wine Bar & Bistro

Artsy natural wine bar with top-notch service, passionate, friendly owners and delicious Italian bites.

WineOut Bar & Bistro

Family-owned vibes with an intimate setup in a charming house with terrace in quaint Icoanei.

Vié Bucharest

One-off gastronomic wine bar featuring craft wines and a creative cuisine, off the beaten track in Timpuri Noi.

A46 Venue

Bohemian venue for coffee, cocktails and wine in a splendid interwar villa on upper-class Aleea Alexandru.



WHERE TO HAVE A COCKTAIL IN BUCHAREST

Flair Angel

The best cocktail bar since 2005, in Bragadiru Palace. No set menu, just your preference and the bartender’s magic.

The Vault

Former bank safe turned glam, speakeasy cocktail bar with original safety deposit boxes, at The Marmorosch.

The Saint 139

Hip going-out spot on Calea Victoriei with sleek decor, cocktails paired with food, and great mixologist service.

Top Museums & Leafy Quarters

Prime location

Home to Bucharest’s most sumptuous villas and several of its best museums, Şoseaua Kisellef in Aviatorilor extends north from Piața Victoriei (a major traffic hub and metro station) to King Michael I Park. The wide tree-lined boulevard by leafy Kiseleff Park starts with Grigore Antipa Natural History Museum (Muzeul de Istorie Naturală Grigore Antipa), a hit with children, decked out with video displays, games and interactive exhibits. The Museum of the Romanian Peasant (Muzeul Țăranului Român) is a classic for its collection of peasant costumes, religious icons and folkloric bits and bobs, with a great gift shop and restaurant on-site. Don’t miss the 18th-century wooden church in the back. In an extraordinary early-20th-century building, the National Museum of Geology (Muzeul Național de Geologie) is less visited, but highly worthwhile.

Opposite the government’s Victoria Palace, a vibrant foodie corner is tucked between a beaux-arts historical monument (Casa Oromolu) and a futuristic building of corporate offices. GastroLab delivers a food and wine experience, pairing Transylvanian influences with a wide selection of Romanian wines. For an array of international dishes, go to 5ensi by BeanZ Café brasserie. Top it off with a sinful French Revolution éclair, a veritable local institution (this is their biggest location).

The posh part of town – or pretentious, some would say – the area behind this corner makes a striking walk in Dorobanți (Str Paris is a good start, leading into Aleea Alexandru, equally upper-class). Along streets named after capital cities in honour of Romania’s allies from the WWI Entente, aristocratic mansions house everything from embassies to fashion houses. The National Museum of Maps and Old Books (Muzeul Hărților) set in a 1920s Venetian-style villa provides further insight into Romania’s history.


BUCHAREST FOUNTAINS

‘The Water Symphony’ free show in Piața Unirii overlooking the Palace of Parliament is held every weekend on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays, from May to October. Reopened in 2018 following a thorough rehabilitation by Apa Nova (the company that manages Bucharest’s water system), the 45-minute dazzling Bucharest Fountains water show includes renowned musical pieces such as George Enescu’s Romanian Rhapsody, a rainbow of lights and 3D projections. A great experience for all ages, during which traffic is restricted.

The 44 individual fountains stretching 1.4km between Piața Constituţiei and Piața Alba Iulia are, according to the World Record Academy, the longest choreographed fountain system in the world.



BEST FINE DINING RESTAURANTS IN BUCHAREST

Le Bistrot Français

Superb French gourmet experience inside an art-filled, aristocratic house behind the Romanian Athenaeum. €€€

L’Atelier Relais & Chateaux

Refined gastronomic restaurant inside Epoque Hotel, focusing on the best local ingredients. €€€

Gramont Société Gastronomique

Haute cuisine celebration of the French savoir-faire. Utter finesse inside Suter Palace. €€€


TRIUMPHAL ARCH

Raised in 1922 to commemorate Romania’s victory in WWI (and its troops), the Triumphal Arch built on the Paris model stands 27m high halfway up Şoseaua Kiseleff. Initially made of wood, it was replaced by the current structure made out of granite from Deva in 1935 to 1936, celebrating the reunification of Romania in 1918 during the reign of King Ferdinand and Queen Marie.

There is a staircase inside the arch, allowing visitors to reach the terrace of the monument from which a 360-degree beautiful panorama of the capital unfolds. It can now be visited for free every weekend during summer until October (2pm to 9pm). It’s most scenic right before sunset.



BEST CRAFT BEER BARS IN BUCHAREST

Zăganu Craft Beer Bar

Buzzing Romanian craft beer bar on Calea Victoriei, from the pioneers of craft brewing in Romania.

Hop Hooligans Taproom

Beer Heaven for craft beer lovers. Wide variety of local brews, great food and lovely outdoor seating.

Ground Zero Beer Taproom

Piața Universității bar for the Ground Zero independent brewery, thirst-quenching since 2015.

Lakeside Bender

The place to be

Sprawling King Michael I Park (formerly known as Herăstrău) ticks many boxes. It’s the largest park in Bucharest (close to 200 hectares), a popular trail for joggers doing loops around Herăstrău Lake, and the go-to place for a sundowner for those looking to show off. Come springtime, the Japanese Garden inside the park is a magnet for cherry-blossom enthusiasts and picnickers. There are plenty of shaded pathways and boats to hop on. You can also rent I’Velo bikes by the Aviatorilor metro station. On the lake strip starting from Şoseaua Nordului, some of the top lounges and clubs pump up the volume during summer, making it a popular (if rowdy) DJ party scene.

The Dimitrie Gusti National Village Museum (Muzeul Naţional al Satului Dimitrie Gusti) makes a colourful, compelling visit: an open-air ethnographic immersion into rural Romania, with several dozen homesteads, churches, mills and windmills transplanted from across the country. One of Europe’s oldest (dating from 1936), it’s particularly bucolic from spring onwards until late autumn. Nearby, Berăria H is a vast beer hall with tradition, a meaty menu and frequent live music. Don’t overlook the ‘Villa with Bells’ on the western side bordering Băneasa, modelled on an Oltenian culă (a boyar’s house, built like a semi-fortified fortress). A beguiling character who studied the effects of hanging on himself (he lived to write a book about it), Doctor Minovici was instrumental in modernising the Romanian sanitary system. An assiduous collector of folk art, the Nicolae Minovici Museum (Muzeul Nicolae Minovici) became the first ethnographic museum in Romania (1905) when he donated all the exhibits, along with his house.
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A Taste of Amzei

Food crawl, bar crawl

With recurrent car-free events, one cafe merging into the next, and sometimes quite literally spilling onto the street, has turned Amzei into a social playground. Casual eats and bakeries of all kinds have started populating the area, some becoming almost epicurean. At hotspot ice-cream shop Velocità, for instance, legions of followers stand in long lines for a scoop. Next door at Sweetology, crowds clamour over cheesecake and enticing sorbets. It really has become a junction of guilty pleasures.

It started a century ago on the site of what used to be one of the leading farmers markets in Bucharest, a stone’s throw away from Piața Romană. Piața Amzei exhibits a modernised look today, part of urban regeneration efforts and cultural happenings by the Creative Quarter and The Institute. Some old-timers survived, such as the no-frills, yet legendary Patiseria Comteia where queues form for 7 lei (€1.40) merdenele (puff pastries filled with salty cheese). This family-run patisserie has adhered to the same recipe religiously over three decades (their lab is directly behind the storefront). Near Biserica Amzei, Coolinart entices with avocado-based dishes and many vegan options.

Whimsical apothecary-like Camera din Față on Mendeleev is a coffee and tea shop with a big assortment (call in advance for a table). There is everything from Asian eats, French raclette, Mexican tacos and Middle Eastern pita to tasty Italian. You certainly won’t go hungry.


WHY I LOVE BUCHAREST
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Monica Suma, Lonely Planet writer

Growing up in historic Bucharest but leaving it for a dozen years abroad highlighted the major change it underwent, and all that I was missing. My favourite activity is scouting architectural treasures, awed by the sheer number of neo-Romanian palaces, Art Nouveau, Art Deco and modernist gems, where behind every mansion, a serendipitous garden bar awaits. I smile with delight when landmark restorations are unveiled as cultural hotspots.

The fastest-changing city I’ve ever lived in, I was drawn back by a young, contemporary Romania that is intrepid and innovative. Festivals aplenty keep a former New Yorker like me perpetually entertained, fuelled by an astounding speciality coffee scene and gastronomic vibrancy. Bucharest is continuously on the rise and I’m here for it.



BEST ROOFTOP BARS IN BUCHAREST

Linea/Closer to the Moon

Sizeable restaurant with a sought-after rooftop in the Historic Centre, popular for its panoramic views.

Amethyst Sky Bar

Modern cuisine restaurant with great views towards the Palace of Parliament, inside Union Plaza Hotel.

DESCHIS Gastrobar

Industrial, hip gastro bar hidden inside a former cotton factory with a rooftop overlooking Dâmbovița River.

Join the Glamour at Casa Mița Biciclista

Party like it’s 1920

Bring your finest ball gown, an enigmatic mask, and sharpen your swing steps. It’s your entry ticket at Casa Mița Biciclista. Following 80 years of inactivity, Piața Amzei’s baroque-style historical monument was reopened with much fanfare, with grand balls reminiscing Les Années Folle and live jazz like it’s the roaring ’20s. In a superb example of the rebirth of a landmark, the house of the once-famed courtesan known as Mița Biciclista (Mița the Cyclist) has become a cultural hotspot, with a special collection of albums and books on the ground floor, a bar with eclectic drinks on the 1st floor and cutting-edge exhibitions on the 2nd floor.

The first woman to dare bike down Calea Victoriei a century ago – wearing velvet pants no less – continues to cause fascination to this day. Her real name was Maria Mihăescu, and her nonchalance and extravagant ways got her many enamoured suitors from among the crème de la crème of society – artists, revered intellectuals and even royalty. If rumours are anything to go by, this house was gifted to her by King Ferdinand himself when she was 23. Dating from 1908, the richly ornamented beaux-arts villa is a beauty to behold. For its inaugural Christmas, it was the most photographed house in town. The Parisian interior was once the site of many lavish soirees with princes, diplomats and the literati. Brought back to life thanks to ARCEN, an association dedicated to Bucharest’s heritage preservation, the restored, chic salons host a variety of exhibits, guided tours and concerts. Head to the fashionable bar serving signature cocktails that change every season.
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BEST GARDEN BARS IN BUCHAREST

SERA Eden

Part greenhouse, part botanical sanctuary, this posh garden cafe lies behind a historical villa. It’s a vibe.

Grădina Dorobanți

Rustic garden oasis hidden in plain sight on busy Calea Dorobanți. Hammocks, string lights and cocktails aplenty.

Grădina Monteoru

Urban garden turned party hotspot on the site of resplendent Casa Monteoru, one of Netflix’s Wednesday locations.

Mercato Kultur

Food trucks and local craft beer in a hip, relaxed garden with a playground and stage for live events.

Grădina Floreasca

Stylish alfresco cafe by the pool, set in Floreasca Park. Occasionally, the site of jazz evenings.



WHERE TO GO FOR BRUNCH IN BUCHAREST

Boiler X Guido

Brunch meets speciality coffee in a stylish cafe on Calea Victoriei, with French bistro architecture vibes. €€

Rekolta

Popular Floreasca locale set in two adjoining, spruced-up historic houses with ample terrace space. €€

DeSoi

A one-stop gourmet destination for brunch, crispy baked goods, a wide variety of wines and groceries. €€

Stroll Through Icoanei

Bourgeois cradle of creativity

Minutes away from the bustle of Piața Romană, step back in time to old-world Bucharest in the Icoanei district, dotted with elegant villas from the late 19th century and early 20th century. Follow the locals to charming Icoanei Gardens and Ioanid Park, rare oases in the heart of the city. Home to a succession of grandiose villas, Dumbrava Roșie is one of the most refined streets in town, while B-dul Dacia makes for a fab architectural journey amidst stately embassies and a succession of eclectic and neo-Romanian mansions. Plan a stop by the fetching French Institute, whose courtyard houses Elvira Popescu Cinema, a much-loved independent theatre screening Romanian and foreign films, hosting film festivals and cultural events.

Amid the quaint side streets, Schitul Dârvari monastery is a haven of tranquility tucked into a verdant, enclosed garden. Cărturești Verona nearby is a must-visit, an ever-expanding institution that combines a bookstore, stationery and gift shop, with the city’s most beloved garden retreat, Café Verona, in the backyard. It’s on Str Pictor Arthur Verona, where the annual Street Delivery festival rolls out a long weekend of live mural painting, handmade crafts, guided tours and sustainable brands. Concerts liven the atmosphere.

In recent years, chic new boutiques have sprung up in carefully restored merchant houses and historic villas. Among the design destinations to love is multistory The EDIT, home to Danish brands, the sophisticated APARTERRE concept store, expertly curated by the most influential fashion editor in Romania (spot the beautiful terrace in the back), and Mingle just across Piața Cantacuzino, a coffee-meets-vintage-treasure-trove on Str General Eremia Grigorescu.


THE STORY OF CALEA VICTORIEI

Part of an old trade route linking Bucharest to Brașov in Transylvania, Calea Victoriei was the first paved road in the capital (using wooden tree trunks that prevented it from getting muddy) during Constantin Brâncoveanu’s rule in the 17th century. At the time, it was known as ‘Podul Mogoșoaiei’ as it led to Mogoșoaia Palace, a few kilometres out of town.

The area surrounding the road became most fashionable, with many of the respected boyars of the time erecting houses here. And the buzzing trend continued into the 20th century when all around the Romanian Athenaeum, the Bucharest elite set their French-inspired residences in villas designed by the prolific architects of the time – establishing a significant architectural legacy for the artery.



WHERE TO GO FOR LUNCH IN BUCHAREST

PAPILA

A lunchtime favourite whisking soups, gourmet grilled cheeses, day-long brunch and ramen Sundays. €€

arzu

Dishes driven by passion and seasonality in a creative Jewish quarter bistro, nearby Cristina Mazilu. €€

balls.

Quirky, feel-good local favourite for its meatball-focused menu and comfort food. On B-dul Dacia. €€

Indulge in New Romanian Cuisine

Culinary highs

In the food capital of Romania, traditional fare mixes with a plethora of bistros, brunch spots and ever-growing fine dining options. A reason to visit in itself, foodies can eat their way around the city and never run out of options (yes, that includes gluten-free and vegan). Twice a year in May and September, gourmet Bucharest Street Food Festival gathers all types of cuisines in tantalising food trucks across Şoseaua Kisellef.

But it’s a new wave of young chefs generating the buzz, reinterpreting old flavours in contemporary ways. Inspired by their Romanian heritage and nostalgia for their grandma’s cooking, these chefs producing innovative, lighter combinations of the typically hearty classic dishes, and finishing with artistic plating. The ‘New Romanian Cuisine’ emerged as a modern, experimental dining experience envisioned as tribute to the seasonality and terroir of the land. Romania is an agrarian nation at its core. Piața Obor farmers market is the largest and one of the oldest in the country, and has become something of a mecca for many chefs. Try Obor’s famed mici (grilled skinless sausages), said to be the best in town.

Traditions are meticulously followed using the freshest ingredients, delivering state-of-the-art dishes that tell the story of a particular region or moment in time. More than just tasty bites, they embody a fascinating journey into Romania’s history and all its influences. And then comes the wine, superbly paired as part of the experience. As Europe’s sixth-biggest wine producer, Romania’s burgeoning wine scene has exploded. Discover indigenous grape varieties at the yearly Revino Bucharest Wine Show while toasting noroc! (Cheers!)
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OLDEST INHABITED HOUSE

Considered the oldest inhabited house in Bucharest, the house known as Casa Melik dates from 1760 and is a splendid example of an exquisite merchant’s house in the Armenian quarter. The enclosed veranda with windows is particularly beautiful, as is the interior wooden staircase. With a lovely garden on the premises, the country manor houses the Theodor Pallady Museum (Muzeul Theodor Pallady), containing the private art collection of Serafina and Gheorghe Răuţ showcasing artwork of Romanian painter Theodor Pallady.

Scan this QR code for more on Theodor Pallady Museum.
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WHERE TO GO FOR ASIAN FOOD IN BUCHAREST

Yoshi Sushi & Teppanyaki

Premium Japanese restaurant in Floreasca, a gastronomic experience of freshness, presentation and service. €€€

YUKI japanese home dining

Authentic home-cooked meals amid a wood-based decor akin to a Japanese home in Dorobanți. €€

Seoul Restaurant

Long-running Korean eatery near the Arch of Triumph. Don’t let the nondescript entrance put you off. €€

Speciality Coffee City

Coffee revolution

Home to one of the biggest cafe concentrations per capita in Europe, Bucharest tops the charts for third-wave coffee lovers. Tapping into a historic devotion to cafe culture, the city has seen a surge of speciality coffee shop openings, with local pioneers redefining what good coffee should taste like. Amidst the plethora of cafes, good beans are mixed in with ingenious design, co-working spaces and great food. Several are top coffee roasters. It’s a steamy affair, quite literally.

The first place in town to set the bar high – coffee by day, signature cocktails by night – was Origo on Str Lipscani (other locations followed), whose influence on the coffee scene has been deepened by its role as a coffee roaster. M60 set the tone in Amzei, a community favourite since day one for its Scandinavian look, living-room feel, and the ability to work and nibble on your healthy lunch at the same time.

In Piața Charles de Gaulle, two key players revitalised a beautiful corner by Herăstrău Park, drawing a fashionable crowd by their outdoor benches. Housed in a beautiful villa, BOB Coffee Lab was established by the 2016 World Coffee Roasting Champion, so the quality is top-notch, and the business now has several outlets. Next door, another forerunner in the industry, STEAM Coffee Shop unveiled its biggest place so far, replacing two smaller ones. A newer addition, Saint Roastery in the vicinity of Piața Victoriei blew everyone away with their passion, close relationship with the individual farms they source from, and swarming terrace due to their legion of fans. Join in for a drink and try their amazing ‘Fat Cat’ Cold Brew.


BEST NEW ROMANIAN CUISINE

KAIAMO

Theatrically set, experimental Romanian cuisine by chef Radu Ionescu. A 50 Best Discovery restaurant close to Herăstrău. €€€

NOUA. bucătărie românească

Signature Carpathian-Danubian-Pontic menu by chef Alex Petricean. ‘Romania on a plate’ served in seven acts, in the Armenian quarter. €€€

NOUA B.A.R

More casual, equally fascinating universe of Romanian dishes with a twist, and brunch-like tantalising treats. €€

KANÉ

Spectacular chef’s table dinner with contemporary Romanian creativity in an iconic, historical building brought back to life. €€€

the ARTIST Restaurant

Top-notch molecular artistry. Ask for chef Paul Oppenkamp’s ‘spoon tasting menu’. Slated for a new location at the time of writing. €€€



WHERE TO GO FOR UNIQUE EATS IN BUCHAREST

RUAL Apro-Bistro

Half greengrocer, half bistro with delectable dishes mainly centred on Asian cuisine. Great value. €€

Beca’s Kitchen

Cozy bistro serving homemade disses with quality ingredients at the helm of chef Andreea Beca. €€

Zexe Braserie

Pastry lovers’ institution inspired by Bucharest’s interwar confectionery fame, by chef Ana Consulea. €€

Shop the Good Kind of Souvenirs

Unique artisan finds

Skip the mishmash of shops in the Old Town and head straight to Cărturești Carusel, labelled one of the most beautiful bookstores in the world thanks to an army of Instagrammers. Housed in a restored, 19th-century building with a remarkable past in banking and retail, this six-floor branch of the Cărturești chain is one of the best spots for quirky souvenirs. Minutes away by Piața Universității, next to the University of Architecture and Urbanism, MODUL Cărturești focuses on art and architecture books and gifts, while diagonally opposite on Str Edgar Quinet Cărturești & friends is a community favourite as its name rightly suggests, offering one of the best selections of English-language titles about the region.

The prettiest boutique for handcrafted Romanian items, my romanian store by the Athenaeum is your best bet for authentic artisanal gifts (traditional pottery, rugs, Romanian blouses and jewellery). With three locations in Bucharest already, local darling OTOTO breaks the mould as a concept store for organic Romanian foods and drinks (artisanal țuică (plum brandy), anyone?), with a speciality coffee shop on-site. Its biggest address on Calea Victoriei devotes the entire second floor to independent fashion brands cultivating sustainability and conscious living. Community-driven ALTRNTV practises a similar approach, promoting local designers of clothing, accessories and home decor. Down the road, social enterprise Mesteshukar ButiQ [MBQ] supports Roma artisanship and age-old skills, in a colourful boutique with distinctive jewellery, and striking copper and brass pots and pans.

In a charming interwar villa in Dorobanți, AlbAlb curates one-off contemporary designs by Romanian artists, including jewellery, ceramics, illustrations and more.
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ECLECTIC WONDERLAND
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Răzvan Crişan (@razvancrisan), cofounder of M60, KANÉ, Mamizza, Mercato Kultur and GYST explains the vitality of Bucharest and its coffee-shop scene.

The city is not as pretty at first glance as the former imperial capitals nearby, but when you meet some of the locals and discover the hidden gems, you understand why the vast majority of expats living here don’t want to leave.

I bet you didn’t know Bucharest is one of Europe’s strongest contenders as speciality-coffee-shop capital, with over 150 such places dotted around town. Coffee-shop culture grew rapidly from 2013 onwards, because we wanted to love our city a bit more. Since we can’t change the big things, we created small pockets of niceness.



WHERE TO GO FOR FUSION CUISINE IN BUCHAREST

POT.Stories

Travel-themed dishes referred to as short stories amidst striking decor. An oasis-like retreat in Floreasca. €€

Raionul de Pește

Swanky gourmet restaurant and fish market importing from the Mediterranean and Aegean Seas in Agora Floreasca. €€€

Aubergine

Healthy fusion dishes mixing traditional Mediterranean, Israeli and Egyptian ingredients in the Old Town. €€



AN ARCHITECTURAL STROLL IN COTROCENI
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Begin your stroll at the Bucharest National Opera House by the Statue of George Enescu. Cross the square towards the right bank of Dâmbovița River and head for the neo-Byzantine 1 New St Eleftherios Church, distinct for its red-and-white brick stripes. From here, turn right on Str Dr Joseph Lister for a first glimpse into authentic Cotroceni, a tree-lined district evocative of Bucharest’s elegance in the 1920s and ’30s. Bearing the names of notable doctors, indicative of the quarter’s historical panache, bask in the eclectic aesthetics including Art Deco, neo-Romanian and modernist villas. Walk for 450m until you reach bohemian 2 JazzBook on Str Doctor Carol Davila, a cafe and veritable live-jazz institution. Follow the street as it curves up to the neoclassical 3 Carol Davila University of Medicine and Pharmacy boasting grand Corinthian columns, designed by Swiss architect Louis Blanc. Head west past several neo-Romanian houses, for a guided visit (book in advance) at 4 Cotroceni Palace (bring ID). The official residence of the Romanian president, the late-19th-century palace was the home of Queen Marie, the English wife of Ferdinand I. Next door, the calming 5 ‘Dimitrie Brândză’ Botanical Garden is perfect for a luxuriant pause amidst rose gardens and exotic plants. Retrace your steps via B-dul Profesor Dr Gheorghe Marinescu for refreshments at idyllic 6 Infinitea teahouse with a garden on Str Dr Grigore Romniceanu. Spot the rainbow-coloured 7 Stairs of Happiness beside it, a hit with Instagrammers. Walk 450m to the impressive neo-Romanian 8 Villa Mimi, known as the ‘house with lions’ for the two lions flanking its front steps. Wind down at 9 The Great Hill, a wine bar serving Dealu Mare wines in an art-collector’s setting.



Roaring Festival Scene

Cultural effervescence

The best time to visit Bucharest is during festival season, roughly April to October. Spotlight Festival in April showcases Calea Victoriei in a different light – iconic landmarks come to life via video mapping, draped by multimedia installations, with statues animated by light art projections. Romanian Design Week follows in May, promoting the country’s creative industries and the best in product and graphic design, architecture, fashion and interior design, with dozens of events across the Creative Quarter in Cișmigiu. For a vintage flair, the twice-yearly (May and October) Bazar de Cotroceni is an invite into Cotroceni’s close-knit community and its romantic streets amidst a neighbourhood yard sale.

Summer brings Bucharest International Street Theatre Festival, a roaring success for its galvanising street performances, aerial-acrobatics and encounters with fantastic characters on stilts. Music-lovers can revel at SAGA Festival on the Romaero airfield and Summer Well on the Ştirbei Estate, or funky NOSTALGIA, a ‘Retro Disco Future’ festival. A recent favourite, Weekend Sessions takes place in Bucharest’s Botanical Garden alongside belle-époque houses turned museums, with jazz, poetry, film screenings and performance art staged in this tranquil setting between July and September.

But it’s new media art that has taken the city by storm. Setting a benchmark in the audiovisual industry, iMapp Bucharest is the biggest video-mapping event in the world, with electrifying 3D-projection contests held on the enormous Palace of Parliament every September. Starting in 2018, One Night Gallery started showcasing local artists through emerging technologies, introducing a new exhibition concept that took off. RADAR explores the role of technology as a medium of creation and augmentation in the performing arts.


JEWISH BUCHAREST

Bucharest’s Jewish quarter was home to a vibrant Jewish community during the interwar period – some 70,000 people, representing 11% of the city’s population at the time.

The majority of the area, spreading from Piața Unirii to Dristor, was destroyed during the 1980s to make room for the enormous Palace of Parliament. A handful of monuments survived. A replica of Leopoldstädter Tempel (Vienna’s largest synagogue, destroyed in 1938), the redbrick Choral Temple is a stunning example.

In the area, several residential buildings remain, reminiscent of Jewish heritage. The most remarkable is the legacy of Marcel Iancu, a RomanianIsraeli architect who cofounded the Dadaist movement, and was the brain behind Bucharest’s wealth of modernist architecture. One example is the Solly Gold building, found at B-dul Hristo Botev 34.



WHERE TO EAT VEGETARIAN FOOD IN BUCHAREST

Arome

Charming, cosy bistro with delicious, vegan food, amazing smoothies, and a wonderful back garden. €€

rawdia

Established vegan and raw vegan restaurant on foodie Puțul lui Zamfir Street, that includes a shop. €€

Sara Green

Some of the best vegan burgers in town, in a small, healthy fast-food-type vegan bistro. €

The High-Rise of Pipera

Skyline dreams

The area from Calea Floreasca onwards to Aviației and beyond into Pipera has undergone a major transformation in the last decade. With the steady growth of the business district concentrated around Aurel Vlaicu and Pipera metro stations, corporate towers, shopping centres and global eateries have proliferated. To accommodate a burgeoning expat community, luxury condos have mushroomed. Named after Lake Floreasca which connects to lovely Bordei Park, Floreasca grew from a sparsely populated district with many green spaces (built on a former landfill) to a coveted, densely trafficked area, close to endless new developments, such as the pioneering SKY Tower, the highest building in Romania (37 floors). Inside the tower, NOR Sky Casual Restaurant is sought after for its 360-degree panoramic views of Bucharest from the 36th floor, a swanky venue with piano soirees where dishes take on imaginative twists. Reservations are a must (window tables especially), as you are greeted and escorted by a hostess enquiring about your booking.

And the hype continues. Opened in 2023 in a repurposed former computer factory, buzzing MINA Museum of Immersive New Art (Muzeul Imersiv al Noilor Arte) is the biggest new-media-art centre in Southeastern Europe; a sleek space for audiovisual, immersive shows (book tickets online for two-hour visiting slots). MINA Kids is highly interactive and educational for children. Steps away, NOVO Park transformed into YUNITY Park, a futuristic new urban garden giving off Singapore vibes. Co-working spaces join an outdoor amphitheatre and Mercato Yunity Food Hall – due to open in 2024 – meant to provide after-work entertainment, including over weekends. Completing the frame is the National Museum of Romanian Aviation (Muzeul Naţional al Aviaţiei Române) undergoing extensive renovation on the Pipera airfield, set to reopen with a much-improved, modernised look in 2026.
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ART SAFARI

The annual Art Safari is the biggest art event in Romania and among southeastern Europe’s leading events. What started out as a three-week affair with its location changing every year to a landmark not usually open to the public, has established itself in the Dacia-România Palace in the Old Town, with curated exhibits lasting several months. Each edition features a celebrated Romanian painter, alongside a new generation of artists (artsafari.ro). There is an Art Safari Kids section, as well as guided night tours. A bastion for Romanian heritage and contemporary art, recent years have included high-profile exhibits with international artwork. A Cărturești gift shop is on-site, as well as Bob George Coffee Bar, which is perfect for a post-visit break.

Scan the below QR code to reach the Art Safari website:
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BEST PUBS IN BUCHAREST

Terminus

Long-enduring, go-to pub for a casual beer, comfort food and catch-up with friends, off Calea Victoriei.

Salon Golescu

Chic gastropub with atmospheric outdoor tables snaking around the building in Amzei, with great cocktails.

Shift Pub

Ever-popular eatery serving global fare with a verdant, bohemian terrace drawing in a loyal clientele.

Soak it up at Therme

Thermal rejuvenation

A one-day holiday is what Therme Bucharest promises, and it couldn’t be more accurate. Set in a large palm grove, with some 1400 palm trees and dozens of exotic plant species, the tropical atmosphere is unbeatable. A spot to relax in all year round, the largest wellness centre in Europe is the closest thing to an exotic destination, minutes away from Otopeni airport. Relaxation is guaranteed thanks to mineral-enriched thermal waters and the therapeutic effects of its 10 thematic saunas (including one with Himalayan salt walls). Pool bars add to the fun.

Reactivating your good mood does sound fantastic in a pool enriched with lithium salts. So does back-pain relief in the calcium and magnesium pool, or revitalising oneself like Cleopatra in the Dead Sea salt pool. Evenings are even more atmospheric as the waters glow under big glass domes that are beautifully lit up. Besides this, events like Sauna Fest introduce a rousing mix of theatre, sauna and aromatherapy, with hundreds of sauna shows and international sauna masters. Summertime, the Sands of Therme and Galaxy beaches provide enjoyment outdoors.

With access available for three hours, 4½ hours or the whole day, a ticket inside one of the three zones suits all needs – a detoxing reset, a quick visit during a long layover perhaps or a fun day out with the entire family (varied cuisine is available). It’s a big hit with children, given the 16 themed water slides with different levels of difficulty: the longest indoor waterslide system on the continent. Weekends tend to be busiest and are best avoided if possible.
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NEW MEDIA ART
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Sorina Topceanu (@sorinatopceanu), co-founder of MINA Museum of Immersive New Art and One Night Gallery, explains the exciting growth of Romania’s new media art scene.

This incredible journey began in 2018 when my team and I launched One Night Gallery, showcasing artists through emerging technologies. We were pioneers in this captivating field, even before it was widely known as ‘new media art’. Our projects expanded, responding to growing demand.

The culmination of our efforts came with the opening of MINA, a space that brings together our passion for digital art and innovation, offering local artists a permanent exhibition platform. Bucharest’s cultural scene further shines with other dedicated events like the Spotlight, iMapp and Nova festivals. These, alongside One Night Gallery, RADAR and MINA, reinforce Bucharest’s status as a hub for innovation in new media art and immersive experiences.



Unplug amid Wildlife and Reeds

Nature strikes back

An urban delta some 5km from the city centre, Văcărești Nature Park is perhaps the most surprising place you’ll find in this congested capital. What was supposed to be a 6km-long dam during the communist era, left abandoned after the 1989 Revolution, turned over time into an astonishing urban nature park (183 hectares). A wildlife retreat away from the bustle, the wetlands are home to 180 species of birds and 331 types of plants (266 endemic), reptiles and insects – an entire ecosystem thriving among concrete structures (parcnaturalvacaresti.ro/en/biodiversity). Otters are also found here, having made their way from Dâmbovița River. Văcărești was declared a protected nature reserve in 2016. There are marked footpaths explaining the biodiversity, bike trails and wooden observations points with 360-degree views. Pedestrian access starts via the Asmita Gardens residential complex. Keep an eye out for occasional, free activities announced by the association running Văcărești (facebook.com/parculnaturalvacaresti), such as popular tours about the history of the park or events under the program ‘Vară Verde’ (Green Summer). Expect guided ornithological tours, yoga sessions, creative workshops and more.


BELLU CEMETERY

Bearing a remarkable likeness to Paris’ Père Lachaise or Havana’s Colón Cemetery, Bucharest’s Bellu Cemetery (established in 1858 and free to visit) is a national pantheon with almost 300 monuments of funerary art. From the mysterious ‘Lady with the umbrella’ and the tragic death of young poet Iulia Hașdeu, to the famed alley of writers and artists (the tomb of national poet Mihai Eminescu is always filled with fresh flowers) and celebrated historical figures buried in monumental vaults, Bellu Cemetery is a treasure trove of a thousand stories.

The poetic solemnity reveals family dramas, artistic greatness and scientific inventions, with lifelike statues guarding noblemen and members of the bourgeoisie.



LIVE ENTERTAINMENT IN BUCHAREST

Green Hours Jazz Cafe

Historic jazz club going strong since 1994, with a terrace and bistro on Calea Victoriei. Regular theatre nights.

Expirat

A local favourite since 2002. Live music and chill after-work vibes in a reconverted former factory by Carol Park.

BEAT bar umanist

Unique in Bucharest, laid-back, authentic bar with jazz jam sessions, swing music, Lindy Hop and cheap drinks.





WALLACHIA
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SEAT OF EARLY ROMANIAN PRINCES


Trace the origins of Romania through Wallachia’s old princely courts, monasteries and castles, and toss in good wine and the remains of a 2000-year-old Roman bridge.
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Wallachia, the traditional name for the area between the Carpathians and the Danube River, is steeped in Romanian history. This is the area where, in the 1st century CE, Roman Emperor Trajan first successfully bridged the Danube to further Rome’s efforts to subdue indigenous Dacian tribes. Wallachia is also where the earliest Romanian principalities placed their early capital cities, first in Curtea de Argeş and later in Târgovişte. The remains of both princely courts – where the former princes lived and ruled – have been preserved. Transylvania, these days, gets all the Dracula cred, but the inspiration for Bram Stoker’s fictional count, the Wallachian prince Vlad Ţepeş, actually lived, ruled and, well, yes, spiked the heads of his enemies here in the 15th century. That said, the region sees relatively few foreign visitors; the villages and towns that line the Romanian side of the Danube are some of the poorest in the EU. Romania has experienced significant brain drain since the fall of communism, and many have left places here to find their fortunes abroad. One promising area is wine tourism. The dry, sunbaked fields south of the Carpathians afford excellent conditions for making wine, and the early outlines of what promises to be a thriving trade in wine tours and tastings are taking root in the hills north of Ploieşti and around the central town of Drăgășani.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Ploieşti

Oil and wine.

Curtea de Argeş

Princely court and ‘Dracula’.

Craiova

Urban fun and Brâncuși.

Drobeta-Turnu Severin

Roman ruins on the Danube.



Find Your Way


Wallachia definitely feels ‘off the beaten track’. After negotiating busy Bucharest or the car-choked passes leading in and out of Transylvania, drivers will welcome the slower pace. With patience, it’s possible to go almost anywhere by train or bus.
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Plan Your Time


Wallachia is long and narrow (a full day’s drive end-to-end). There are few musts; instead, choose a couple of spots of special interest and focus on those.
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Pressed for Time

• Base yourself in Craiova. Don’t miss the Brâncuși sculptures at the Art Museum. From here, you can squeeze in more Brâncuși at Târgu Jiu or wine-tasting at Drăgășani. Head to Drobeta-Turnu Severin to see the ruins of the old Roman bridge and press on westward for a boating excursion into the Danube and Iron Gates National Park.




5 Days to Explore

• Start in Ploieşti with an excursion to Târgovişte to see the princely court of Vlad Ţepeş and execution spot of dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu. Follow the ‘Dracula’ trail to Curtea de Argeş and nearby Poienari Citadel. If Transylvania is in your plans, head to Transfăgărășan Road. If not, try Craiova and Drobeta-Turnu Severin.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

March brings the first warm days. Easter is the highpoint of the Orthodox calendar, and Nicolae Romanescu Park is in bloom.

SUMMER

August is stiflingly hot, crowded and busy, particularly around August 15, the Assumption of Mary holiday.

AUTUMN

September sees the first cooler – but still sunny – days. Wineries celebrate the grape harvest with festivals and tastings.

WINTER

Seasonal markets in the run-up to Christmas and New Year. During the rest of winter, Wallachia falls asleep, often under a blanket of snow.



Ploieşti

Museum-hopping | Wine tours
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Ploieşti, a big oil-refining centre, is not exactly a classic tourist destination, but the city’s proximity to Bucharest’s Otopeni airport (45km to the south) and excellent rail connections make it a logical spot for your first overnight stay in Romania. It’s a good jumping-off point for Wallachia’s historic capitals to the west and north into Transylvania. Ploieşti itself has an attractive core, with a smattering of gracefully aging 19th-century mansions. Many house unique museums, including one dedicated (naturally) to the oil industry. Oil-refining has been central to Ploieşti’s identity since the mid-19th century. This made Ploieşti a prime target for Allied bombers during WWII. In August 1943, American bombers unleashed ‘Operation Tidal Wave’ on the city – one of the biggest US bombing runs of the war.


GETTING AROUND

Ploieşti is a major rail junction with two passenger stations, South (Sud) and West (Vest), so check in advance which station your train is using. Many domestic trains leave from the South station. Trips to Transylvania often use the West station. Bucharest trains can leave from either.

The drive from Bucharest airport takes just under an hour. In Ploieşti, buses and trams reach many parts of the city but it’s easier to use taxis or ride-shares to get around.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Art Museum

2 Clock Museum

3 History & Archaeology Museum

4 Museum of Oil

5 Synagogue

EATING

6 Casa Ploiesteana

7 Dionysos Taverna

8 KS Pub
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If you’re planning to pop in at a winery in the Dealu Mare wine region, be sure to book visits and tastings in advance. A scenic, 100km-long Prahova Wine Road passes north of Ploieşti, through the town of Bucov, but you’ll need your own wheels to cover ground here.



Some Quirky Museums

Clocks, oil and art

Ploieşti’s museums are of the old-school, glass-cabinet variety but merit a look if you catch a rainy day. The city’s unique Clock Museum (Muzeul Ceasului) boasts a valuable collection of historical timepieces that were once owned by famous Romanians, including King Carol I. The Museum of Oil (Muzeul Petrolului) highlights the important role of oil in the economic development of both the city and country, especially in the 19th century when Romania was a petroleum pioneer. Not far from the Museum of Oil, the county History & Archaeology Museum (Muzeul Județean de Istorie și Arheologie Prahova) has a room devoted to Romania’s outsized sporting achievements in gymnastics. The Art Museum (Muzeul de Artă) is fascinating both for its setting – a grand Empire-style mansion – and collection of Romanian masters from the 19th and early 20th centuries. Ploieşti’s grand synagogue dating from 1901 at Str Basarabilor 12 is a reminder of the former size of the Jewish community here. The building was restored in 2007 but remains closed to the public.

The Wineries of Dealu Mare

Scenic grape country

The Dealu Mare wine region, which begins north of the city and stretches all the way to the city of Buzău, was slow to embrace wine tourism, including tastings and overnight stays, but is moving quickly to make up for lost time. The region is known for both high-quality whites and reds. The 100km-long (driveable only) Prahova Wine Road takes travellers through arid, remote terrain and hardscrabble villages as it connects many of the best wineries. Highly recommended wineries with tastings include Crama Budureasca (budureasca.ro), Crama Serve Ceptura (serve.ro) and Gramofon Wine (gramofonwine.ro). Upscale Casa Timiș (casatimis.ro) mixes wine tourism with spa treatments, bike tours, pools and gourmet meals.


FAVOURITE RESTAURANTS
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Elena Loghin is from Ploieşti and runs her own travel agency, Hela Travel (helatravel.ro).

I head out to these spots for fun:

Dionysos Taverna

A lovely garden and good Greek food. It’s a perfect place to spend summer evenings with family and friends. €€

KS Pub

On the main boulevard, this is a great place to meet friends and have a beer. They serve mostly German and Austrian food, but also have some classic Romanian dishes. €€

Casa Ploiesteana

The best restaurant to take guests to for their first visit to Ploieşti, both for the traditional food and amazing garden. They make the best soup in town and also serve fresh fish. €€





Beyond Ploieşti
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The dusty hillsides west of Ploieşti served as the backdrop to some of the most dramatic moments in Romanian history.


History buffs, both of the late Middle Ages and of more modern times, will want to make the 50km trip west to the city of Târgovişte. The town once served as the royal capital of Wallachia from 1418 until well into the 16th century, when it was moved permanently to Bucharest. Notorious Vlad Ţepeş, of impaler fame, once ruled the princely court himself here. In more recent days, Târgovişte was the place where dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu and his wife, Elena, were executed on Christmas Day in 1989. North of Ploieşti, the former salt mine at Slănic is a big family-friendly attraction. The vast underground chambers once constituted the largest salt mine in Europe.

Places

Slănic

Târgovişte


GETTING AROUND

Buses run from Ploieşti to Câmpina and Slănic, but you’re probably better off driving your own car.

Slow trains travel from Ploieşti to Târgovişte. The Târgovişte train station is close to the Ceauşescu execution site and within walking distance of the former princely court.
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Târgovişte has added some new hotels, including the four-star Hotel Nova Luxury; there’s enough to see and do to justify an overnight stay.



SlănicTIME from Ploieşti: 50 MINS [image: img]

Enormous underground salt mine

The massive former salt mine at Slănic, 40km north of Ploieşti, is a jaw-dropping, family-friendly adventure. The salt deposits here have been exploited for thousands of years, and the Slănic mine was once the largest in Europe. The first impression on entering the mine is awe at the sheer size of the 14 cavernous chambers (that cover some 80,000 sq m of surface area). In addition to walking and gawking at the enormous interiors, the mine is stuffed with lots of kid-friendly activities.

TârgovişteTIME from Ploieşti: 50 MINS [image: img]

From ‘Dracula’ to Ceauşescu

Târgovişte’s princely court was built in the 14th century for Mircea cel Bătrân and remained the formal residence of Wallachia’s princes, including most notably Vlad Ţepeş (Vlad the Impaler), for 300 years. Much of the court lies in ruin, though the court’s 27m-high Sunset Tower (Turnul Chindiei) is open to visitors (muzee-dambovitene.ro). North of the tower is a lovely statue park where each Wallachian noble gets his own bust. The biggest prize (of course) is reserved for the impaler himself – a great photo op.

Don’t miss the small, spare museum near the train station inside the military barracks where former Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu and his wife, Elena, were tried and executed by firing squad on Christmas Day 1989. Three rooms show where the trial took place and where the couple spent their last nights. In the back, check out bullet holes in the wall where they were shot. The Târgovişte location was purely coincidental: when the two fled Bucharest in fear of their lives on 21 December 1989, they were captured not far from Târgovişte and brought here because the barracks were well fortified.
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NICOLAE GRIGORESCU MUSEUM

If you’ve visited the Art Museum in Ploieşti or seen his work in other cities, you’ve no doubt developed a taste for Nicolae Grigorescu’s (1838–1907) stark landscapes and reportage art (he was a war painter in the 19th-century Romanian War of Independence). He spent the last seven years of his life in a modest village house in the town of Câmpina, 32km north of Ploieşti.

These days, it’s home to the small but worthwhile Grigorescu Museum (artmuseum.ro) that showcases the painter’s life and works. Grigorescu studied in Paris with Pierre-Auguste Renoir and his highly innovative later works anticipated more modern styles, such as Impressionism, that were just then on the horizon.




CEAUŞ ESCU’S LAST HECTIC DAYS

Museum of the 1989 Revolution tells the fuller story of those last, hectic days of the Ceauşescu dictatorship, of his disastrous public address in Bucharest on 21 December 1989, and of his fateful decision to flee by helicopter (which eventually brought him to Târgovişte).





Curtea de Argeş

Romanian history | Dracula’s fortress
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Quiet Curtea de Argeş played an outsized role in Romanian history. This small city, in the 14th century, was once capital of Wallachia, and the remains of the old princely court, at least to us, feel somehow more authentic and essential than the better-preserved court ruins at the later Wallachian capital, Târgovişte. The princely court’s St Nicholas Church is considered one of the oldest monuments preserved in its original form in the country, and if you’ve come this far, it’s certainly a must. Don’t skip the famed cathedral and monastery complex, which aside from being an impressive building serves as a mausoleum for two of independent Romania’s best-loved royals. It’s a short bus ride from here north to the Poienari Citadel, another important site in the bloody history of 15th-century Wallachian prince Vlad Ţepeş. Follow the road northward over the Carpathians to the Făgăraş Mountains and the storied Transfăgărășan Road.


GETTING AROUND

There’s good bus service to Curtea de Argeş from surrounding cities and towns. Drivers will find a public car park just outside the old princely court. From here, everything is walkable. Maxitaxis heading to ‘Arefu’ make the run north towards the Poienari Citadel (check with the driver to see how far north the van is going). Maxitaxis often depart from near the entrance to the princely court.



[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Poienari Citadel

2 Princely Court & St Nicholas Church

EXPERIENCES

3 Curtea de Argeş Cathedral & Monastery

SLEEPING

4 Casa Ploiesteana

TRANSPORT

5 Start of the Transfăgărășan Road
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Most sights are located on B-dul Basarabilor, which runs from the old princely court in the south to the cathedral and monastery at the northern end. This is where you’ll find the better restaurants and hotels. The walk from court to cathedral takes 30 minutes at a leisurely pace.



Princely Court Ruins

Where Romania started

In the 14th century, Prince Basarab I (r 1310–52) united the various political formations south of the Carpathians to create the first Romanian principality, Wallachia, and the stately ruins here of the old Princely Court once served as the principality’s early capital. In the beginning, the principality served mainly to buffer the Hungarian Kingdom from the growing Ottoman Empire, but Wallachia (along with Moldavia in the far northeast) would eventually – many centuries later – form the nucleus of a future Romanian state.

The court’s main sight is St Nicholas Church, which dates from Basarab’s time. Take a long look inside the darkened church. Many of the frescoes are originals. In the main room to the right, just below the upper window, look for a rare painting of a pregnant Mary dating from 1370. The church also functioned as a necropolis and holds some 21 burial tombs, including that of early ruler Vladislav I Vlaicu (d 1377). The unmarked tomb in the middle of the main room predates the church by about a century and was found in archaeological digs nearby.

Cathedral, Monastery & Mausoleum

Royal resting place

Many visitors to Curtea de Argeş simply skip over the town’s historic Cathedral & Monastery (Mănăstirea Curtea de Argeş) on their way to ‘Dracula’s fortress’ at Poienari. That’s a shame. The complex, surrounded by parks and gardens, is considered one of the country’s most important ecclesiastical sights. The church was originally built by Wallachian ruler Neagoe Basarab (r 1512–21), with marble and tiles brought in from Constantinople. The current edifice dates from 1875, when French architect André Lecomte du Nouy was retained to save the complex, which was in near ruins. The monastery is also an important royal mausoleum. The white marble tombstones of King Carol I (1839–1914) and his wife Elizabeth (1853–1916) lie on the right of the church’s entrance hall. On the left of the entrance are the tombstones of King Ferdinand I (1865–1927) and British-born Queen Marie (1875–1938). Neagoe Basarab and his wife are also buried here.


VLAD THE IMPALER

Wallachian prince Vlad Ţepeş (aka Vlad the Impaler; 1431–76) is often credited as the inspiration for the vampire-count featured in Bram Stoker’s classic Gothic horror story Dracula (1897). Even though many shops, restaurants and sights are quick to play on the Dracula theme, Vlad Ţepeş remains a much-respected figure in Romania, a symbol of independence for his stand against the Ottoman Empire.

Legend has it that Ţepeş was born opposite the clock tower in Sighişoara, and ascended to the throne of Wallachia at the age of 17. In 1459 his first act of murderous renown was against the boyars (noblemen) of Târgovişte for the murder of his father and brother. He died under mysterious circumstances; his decapitated head was allegedly sent to Constantinople as proof of his death.



Lonely, Spooky Citadel

Dracula’s fortress

North of Curtea de Argeş, the population thins out to just a few scattered villages as the roadway nears the Carpathians. The highlight of the region is Poienari Citadel (Cetatea Poienari), one of the few castles in Romania that really does have a legitimate connection to Wallachian prince Vlad Ţepeş. The Poienari Citadel was once a powerful fortress guarding entry to a strategic pass linking Wallachia with Transylvania.

The castle’s vantage point was recognised as early as the 13th century, when Wallachian leaders first built a tower to guard the pass. Two centuries later Vlad Ţepeş enlarged the castle, using it as both a fortress and a prison. Legend has it most of the work was carried out by enslaved noblemen from Târgovişte, who weren’t as enthusiastic about Ţepeş’ rule as they probably should have been, or Ottoman Turks captured in wartime. These days there’s not much of the castle left to see, but it’s still well worth the short trip north (30km) to take in the stark beauty of the bare foothills of the Carpathians and to make the invigorating climb (1480 steps) to the top of the citadel.
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MIND THE BEARS

In recent years, Poienari Citadel has found itself fending off a new scourge of invaders – the citadel has proven unusually popular with wild bears that wander down from the Carpathians to surprise visitors in the car park. The problem has become so serious at times that the citadel has been forced to close. The authorities have promised to safeguard visitors by installing electric fences and better monitoring equipment, but it’s a good idea to check ahead that the citadel is open and secure. The citadel doesn’t have its own website, but the staff at the nearby Pensiunea La Cetate (cabanalacetate.ro) will know the situation and can advise on your visit.




LONG & WINDING ROAD

The southern terminus of the Transfăgărășan Road begins its 100km-long trek just near the Poienari Citadel. Most visitors start from the Transylvanian side, but the scenery is equally stunning approached from this end.



WHERE TO EAT IN CURTEA DE ARGEş

La Costică

Festive local favourite, with pig roasts and a long menu of regional specialties. Find it near the old princely court. €

Curtea Veche

Nicely restored villa with a big rambling porch and comfy pillow seating. The menu is textbook traditional. €€

Pensiunea Dracula

This well run pension really gets into the Dracula theme, including at the in-house restaurant. €€



Craiova

Urban life | World-famous art


[image: jpg]

Craiova, the region’s biggest city, has a delightful historic centre that’s filled with parks and lined on one side by a truly impressive, historic county prefecture building (better than it sounds). The city has greatly cleaned itself up in recent years. The authorities have wisely closed off several blocks of the centre to car traffic and set the stage for today’s lively bar, club and cafe scene to thrive. The acclaimed modern sculptor Constantin Brâncuşi (1876–1957) spent his early years here and Craiova’s first-class art museum exhibits several Brâncuşi creations, including the original of arguably the world’s best-known work of modern sculpture: The Kiss.


GETTING AROUND

Craiova’s central core is small; hotels, restaurants and museums are just a short walk from each other.

The city is an important transport hub. All long-haul trains between Timişoara and Bucharest stop here and bus connections to cities and towns around the region are numerous. Passenger/car ferries to Bulgaria depart 70km south of the city at the tiny Danube port of Bechet.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Art Museum

EXPERIENCES

2 Ethnographic Museum

SLEEPING

3 Casa David

4 Hotel Meliss

5 Hotel Rexton

6 Hotel Splendid 1900
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After sundown, the action moves to the eastern half of the city centre, south of busy Str Alexandru Ioan Cuza and east of the main drag, Calea Unirii. Look for plenty of bars and late-night diversions along the pedestrianised strips of Str Lipscani and the eastern end of Str Traian Demetrescu.



Brâncuşi’s The Kiss

Famous early-modern artwork

Craiova’s Art Museum (Muzeul de Artă; muzeuldeartacraiova.ro) is the city’s only real must-see, but for lovers of early-modern, minimalist art, it’s practically a bucket-list item. The museum holds a small but important collection of six works by sculptor Constantin Brâncuşi, including his best-known work, The Kiss. In 2022, the museum opened the ‘Constantin Brâncusi International Centre’, that highlights and reinterprets two of his works: Ovoid and Măiastra. The museum’s setting, the early-20th-century Jean Mihail Palace, is equally impressive. Over the years, it has housed Romanian kings and former Yugoslav leader Josip Broz Tito, and was also home to Polish president-in-exile Ignacy Mościcki in 1939.

Stop by the Ethnographic Museum

Folk arts and crafts

Not far from the Art Museum, the highly informative well organised Ethnographic Museum (Muzeul Olteniei Secţia de Etnografie; muzeulolteniei.ro) highlights the fascinating folk traditions in the surrounding Oltenia region. Start downstairs with traditional bread-making techniques and journey through generations of pottery-making, tanning, weaving and folk arts. The setting is the historic Casa Băniei, dating from the 17th century.

A Walk in the Park

Real-life landscape painting

Don’t miss bucolic Nicolae Romanescu Park (Parcul Nicolae Romanescu), one of the country’s prettiest urban pieces of green. The park was laid out in the early 20th century and invites visitors to step into what feels like a meticulously composed landscape painting. Follow the wooded footpaths, admire the waterfalls or walk across a faux-medieval suspension bridge. You’ll also find a replica castle, zoo, and several cafes and restaurants. The park is located about 2km south of the centre and is free to enter.

Beat the Heat

Water park with slides

Temps can really soar in summer in this part of the country. Water Park Craiova (facebook .com/ waterparkcraiova), 4km west of the centre, has indoor and outdoor pools, artificial beaches and water slides, and is relatively clean and well maintained. It’s a handy oasis when necessary, but try to avoid summer weekends and holidays as the park gets very crowded.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN CRAIOVA

Hotel Splendid 1900

This lovingly restored, turn-of-the-20th-century townhouse offers quiet, clean accommodation, just a stone’s throw from the city’s bars and cafes. €€

Hotel Rexton

Shiny luxury option along the main road between the rail/bus stations and the centre. The classical motifs are over the top, but the rooms are sleekly furnished with big comfy beds. €€€

Hotel Meliss

This comfy three-star hotel has quiet, uncluttered rooms (some with private terraces) as well as a spa and fitness centre. €€

Casa David

Small pensiune that’s a step up from most of the city’s hotels in terms of comfort and quality. Good location. €€





Beyond Craiova
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World-class, early-modern sculpture stands inconspicuously in a city park, and one of Romania’s most-promising wine-making regions.


The internationally acclaimed Romanian sculptor Constantin Brâncuşi was born in the blue-collar, coal-mining town of Târgu Jiu, 90km north of Craiova. It’s as unlikely a setting as you can imagine for the legacy of breathtakingly minimalist, open-air sculpture he bequeathed to his birth city. In 1935, Brâncuşi was commissioned to create four public works to commemorate Romanian soldiers who fought against the Germans in WWI. The works have survived to this day and constitute a unique opportunity to see the master’s work in situ. Another nearby city, Drăgășani, in the past decade or so has earned a local reputation for wine; a half-dozen or so young wineries here mix modern wine-making methods with local, indigenous grapes.

Places

Târgu Jiu

Drăgășani


GETTING AROUND

Roads are uncrowded and in good shape. It’s easy to drive from Craiova to both Târgu Jiu and Drăgășani. Indeed, you can hit both in one day.

Regular train services connect Craiova to Târgu Jiu. Once in town, walk to the central park and the Brâncuşi sculptures. Drăgășani is best reached by car or bus.

Wineries are located outside of town; get directions from the winery on how best to reach the property.



Târgu JiuTIME from Craiova: 1 ½ HRS [image: img]

Brâncuşi in the open air

Târgu Jiu boasts a remarkable outdoor collection of four works by the sculptor Constantin Brâncuşi. Three are clustered in the town’s central park, while the most awe-inspiring one, Endless Column, stands at the end the main street, Calea Eroilor, about 1km east of the centre. Taken together, the four show off the artist’s mastery of proportion, simplicity and symbolism. Start at the entrance to the park to see the small but moving Gate of the Kiss in the shape of an arch, meant to commemorate Romania’s unification in 1918. Walk west to the Alley of Chairs, a series of dwarf-sized stone stools grouped in threes on both sides of the avenue. The Table of Silence stands at the western end of the park. It’s comprised of a circular stone table with 12 chairs. The 29.35m-tall Endless Column, threaded with 15 steel beads, is said to symbolise the synthesis of heaven and physical reality. It’s a must and tremendous photo-op.

DrăgășaniTIME from Craiova: 1 HR [image: img]

Sample local varietals

The dusty town of Drăgășani, 60km northeast of Craiova, is the unlikely home of several of Romania’s best and most innovative winemakers, a few of which open their doors for tastings and can help arrange overnight stays. Avincis (avincis.ro) produces a mix of French-style reds, whites and sparkling wines, using combinations of popular European varietals and local grapes. The noble Prince Știrbey (stirbey.com) family has owned vineyards in the region for 300 years. They use regional grapes, like the semisweet white Tămâioasă Românească and the soft, red Negru de Drăgășani. Book winery visits in advance on the website.
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Wine tasting, Prince Știrbey winery | LENUSH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


MODERN MIRACLE

The fact that Brâncuşi’s outdoor ensemble in Târgu Jiu survived intact over the turbulent decades of the 20th century, including wars and a communist dictatorship, is as remarkable as the works themselves. Romania’s communist-era leadership, unsurprisingly, didn’t understand and didn’t much like what it considered to be Brâncuşi’s decadent style, and there was even talk in the 1950s of demolishing the pieces. In the end, the sculptures endured. It was a lucky break. Today, works by Brâncuşi fetch as much as €30 million each at auction when they come up for sale at all, and the statues here are under a 24-hour armed guard.




WALLACHIA’S BEST WINE?

Wallachia is an underrated region when it comes to winemaking. It’s fun to compare the output of emerging regions like Drăgășani with more established wineries at Dealu Mare, north of Ploieşti.





Drobeta-Turnu Severin

Ancient Roman bridge | Danube views
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Drobeta-Turnu Severin’s outwardly sleepy vibe hides breathtaking history. The town saw fierce fighting 2000 years ago between the Roman Empire and indigenous Dacian tribes. In order to subdue the Dacian forces, Roman Emperor Trajan (r 98–117 CE) ordered the construction here – from 103-105 CE – of a 1100m bridge across the Danube, one of the engineering marvels of antiquity. A thousand years later, Drobeta-Turnu Severin found itself in the middle of another conflict: between the Hungarian Kingdom and restless Bulgarians. The ruins of the old Hungarian fortress still stand. About 30km west of the city, the river cuts an eye-popping gorge in an area protected by the Iron Gates National Park. Here, the river carves through treacherous rocks as it crashes into the southern end of the Carpathian Mountains. Explore the gorge by pleasure boat at ports in Orşova, Eșelnița or Dubova. The park’s hiking trails afford stunning views over the river.


GETTING AROUND

Drobeta-Turnu Severin sprawls in all directions. Most restaurants and hotels, as well the fortress and port, are within walking distance of the centre. The Regional Museum stands near the river on the town’s far-eastern end (20 minutes on foot from the centre). Buses and daily trains run to both Bucharest and Timişoara. The train station is 1km west of the centre. The National Park is best explored by car, but there are regular minibuses between Drobeta-Turnu Severin and Orşova.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Fortress of Severin

2 Iron Gates Regional Museum

3 Port

EATING

4 16,50

5 Agape

6 Nest
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Drivers can access the Iron Gates National Park (pnportiledefier.ro) following highly scenic Hwy 57, via the ports of Eșelnița and Dubova, all the way to the town of Moldova Nouă. Pick up signs to the highway in Orşova.



Iron Gates Regional Museum

Remains of Trajan’s bridge

The best place to learn about and see the ruins of Emperor Trajan’s amazing bridge is at Drobeta-Turnu Severin’s Iron Gates Regional Museum (Muzeul Porţilor de Fier; muzeuldrobetaturnuseverin.ro), located at the far eastern end of B-dul Carol I. The museum’s pride and joy is a scale model of the bridge, built from 103–105 CE and designed by the Greek architect Apollodorus of Damascus. The museum holds some fascinating archaeological finds from the former Roman colony here – Drobeta – as well as sections on folkways and natural sciences. A small aquarium on the lower level displays species – some critically endangered – native to the Danube. Once you’ve seen the museum, stroll along the archaeological park outside to see the old bridgehead and two surviving pillars.

Stroll the Riverfront

Danube views

Drobeta-Turnu Severin’s scruffy port – walk downhill towards the river from the theatre at the centre of town – has a short, quiet promenade to take in the full sweep of this powerful river and the sleepy-looking Serbian shoreline in the far distance. You’ll find a few grill bars down here that are perfectly serviceable for a cold beer and to enjoy the fresh breezes coming in off the water.

Boat the Iron Gates

Trajan’s plaque, Decebal’s head

From late May to early October, depending on the weather, private outfitters run boat tours into the gorge from ports at Orşova, Eșelnița and Dubova, west of Drobeta-Turnu Severin. Highlights include the beauty of the river itself and rugged shoreline as well as a visit to Veteran’s Cave (Pestera Veterani) and a glimpse of a massive stone carving of the former Dacian leader, Decebal (r 87–106 CE), created in the 1990s. Some tours go over to the Serbian side to see the historic ‘Tabula Traiana’, a 2000-year-old plaque to mark the completion of the then-Roman road that ran to this point. Find operators at the respective ports. Boats normally require a minimum of six passengers, but can usually be booked in advance.

Visit a Hydroelectric Power Station

Indulge your inner nerd

If you’ve ever wondered how a hydroelectric power station operates, this unusual museum (muzeuldrobetaturnuseverin.ro) inside the Porţile de Fier Hydroelectric Power Plant will give you a better idea. The information is only in Romanian, but the scale of the plant will impress nonetheless. Find the power station on Hwy E70, 10km west of Drobeta-Turnu Severin.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN DROBETA-TURNU SEVERIN

Agape

Very good Romanian and international dishes, located on a terrace just to the left of the grand theatre building along B-dul Carol I. €€

Nest

The house restaurant of the Nest Hotel wins rave reviews for a carefully selected menu and for using locally sourced ingredients. €€

16,50

Decent pizza and other nosh, as well as a garden terrace furnished with wrought-iron sofas and chairs covered in big white pillows. €€

Taverna Sârbului

Serbian-themed restaurant, 5km west of Drobeta-Turnu Severin on the highway in the direction of Orşova, boasts views of the Danube and a long list of Balkan specialities. €€€



Hike above the Danube

Heart-stopping views

The Romanian side of the Danube is dominated by the Ciucaru Mare, a 1000m-high rocky outcropping with heart-stopping views of the river below. From the town of Dubova, a marked circular trail takes you through unspoiled woodland to the top of the mound in about two hours (four hours in total up and down). To find it, once in the town of Dubova, look for a small restaurant called Birt Dubova. The trail, marked by a yellow triangle, starts 100m further on from here. A moderately difficult climb is rewarded by a rare glimpse of a pristine Danube as it must have looked before human intervention. Bring proper shoes, water and sunscreen. Public transport is spotty and it’s best to have your own wheels.

Poke around Medieval Ruins

Medieval stronghold

Standing over the Danube, 1km west of the regional museum, find these lonely ruins that mark where the mighty Fortress of Severin once stood. The earliest sections of the fortress date from 11th century, along the then-border between the emerging Hungarian Kingdom and Bulgarian Empire. The Ottoman Turks demolished the fortress in the 16th century. A recent renovation has left the old medieval rooms and walls looking almost too clean and modern, but squint your eyes hard enough and you can still picture what was once the strongest redoubt along this part of the river.


THE HISTORY OF THE ‘IRON GATES’

The Danube’s ‘Iron Gates’, a harrowing series of gorges that mark today’s border between Romania and Serbia, have bedevilled sailors since time immemorial. It’s here where the Danube breaks through the long-running Carpathian chain and forms a boundary between that range and the Balkan Mountains running south.

To regulate the river’s flow and tap into its immense hydroelectric potential, in the 1960s and early ’70s, the Romanian and Yugoslav governments built the Porţile de Fier Hydroelectric Power Plant. The water level was raised by 40m and more than 20,000 residents had to be relocated. Many ancient settlements were submerged by the dam. One of the most famous was the island of Ada Kaleh, an ancient Turkish enclave that had to be abandoned when the dam was built.




ROME’S PROVINCE OF ‘DACIA’

Ancient Rome built cities and fortresses all across southwestern Romania – in their province of Dacia – in the early centuries of the first millennium CE. Indeed, the magnificent citadel at Alba Iulia is built atop an old Roman fortress.



WHERE TO STAY IN DROBETA-TURNU SEVERIN

Nest Hotel

Meticulously clean hotel, plus its affiliated, slightly cheaper guesthouse offer good-value accommodation. €€€

Hotel Corona

Smart, well managed hotel along Hwy E70 – it’s set back so noise isn’t an issue – is ideal for a brief stopover. €€

Hotel Continental

Battered-looking ’70s high-rise is nicer on the inside, and the location overlooking the river is good. €€





TRANSYLVANIA
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MOUNTAINS, MYSTERY AND HISTORY


Rugged peaks, brawny castles and fortified churches stand watch over timeless towns and rustic hideaways.
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The Irish writer Bram Stoker was certainly not far from the mark when he chose this region of endless woodlands, fog-draped valleys, stony mountain tops and turreted, Gothic castles as the setting for his classic novel, Dracula. It’s not that an eerie figure like Count Dracula ever existed, but if he had ever lived, it would have been here. As you move northwards from Bucharest and Wallachia, across the Carpathians, the natural and cultural landscapes abruptly shift. The forests grow thicker, the hilltops rockier and more foreboding, and quaint, cobblestoned Saxon towns like Braşov, Sighişoara and Sibiu – still partly wrapped in their old defensive walls – emerge on the horizon like oases in a medieval folk tale. Immense castles and citadels, such as Corvin, Bran and Făgăraş, attest that for centuries the Carpathians formed a formidable natural boundary in the great European conflicts. Even the churches, such as at Viscri and Biertan, were built as fortresses.

Transylvania’s ancient rivalries, involving Ottomans, Austrians, Hungarians, Saxons and Wallachians, and even bloodthirsty counts and hapless virgins, are long gone, but the ruins they left behind are still here – as are many of the old traditions and folkways. Visitors are free to enjoy the breathtaking mountain scenery, dappled with those castles and citadels, and take in a corner of the continent that still retains more than a wisp of mystery.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Sinaia

Gateway to Transylvania.

Braşov

Fairytale town.

Sighişoara

Citadel and fortified churches.

Székely Land

Hungarian flavour.

Făgăraş Mountains

Spectacular road trip.

Sibiu

Saxon history and culture.

Alba Iulia

Gleaming fortress.

Cluj-Napoca

Energetic capital.



Find Your Way


Public transport, including trains and buses, is perfectly adequate for moving between larger cities and towns. The network is less useful when trying to access more remote sites or if you only have limited time.
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Plan Your Time


Transylvania covers a lot of ground, with a lot of up and down, so keep your itinerary realistic. Braşov makes a good base, as most of the key sights are located within easy reach.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• A visit to Braşov is easy to swing from Bucharest and will give you a flavour of Transylvania. Admire the pretty, preserved streets of the Old Town as well as the interior of the Black Church, and then take in the full sweep from high atop Mt Tâmpa. From here, it’s an easy jaunt over to Bran Castle, an imposing guard castle over the Carpathians, with tenuous (but entertaining) connections to both the real-life 15th-century Wallachian Prince Vlad Țepeș (Vlad the Impaler) and the fictional Count Dracula. Another fun fortress at Râșnov is not far from here.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Start off in Braşov, including trips to Bran Castle and Râșnov Fortress.

• Use the second day to continue northwards to Sighişoara.Explore the town’s citadel, filled with churches, towers and a long wooden staircase, and then pop in to meet Romania’s most enthusiastic purveyor of traditional wooden spoons and souvenirs, The Spoonman.

• Book a guesthouse in Viscri and spend the third day taking in the town’s splendid row of renovated farmhouses and splendid UNESCO-protected fortified church. Find another one at nearby Biertan.

• Berate yourself for not having left yourself more time.




More than a Week

• Start in Sinaia to see Peleş Castle and hike in the Bucegi Mountains.

• From Sinaia, head north to Râșnov Fortress and Bran Castle on your way to Braşov.

• After a day in Braşov, hit the Transfăgărăşan Road, driving as far as Lake Bâlea. Backtrack and continue to Sibiu for another day of sightseeing.

• Press northwards to Alba Iulia and the citadel. For your last days, take in Corvin Castle in Hunedoara and the Retezat Mountains, or opt for the Turda Salt Mine and big-city excitement at Cluj.



Seasonal Highlights

The peak touring period crests in July and August; by September the crowds start to thin out. Some high-altitude roads are impassable from late October to May.

FEBRUARY

Ski season enters into full swing at resorts around Transylvania, including at Poiana Braşov, outside of Braşov.
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APRIL

Budding trees mark spring’s arrival. Sfântu Gheorghe returns to life with the St George’s Day festival, honouring the town’s namesake saint.
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JUNE

Sibiu’s International Theatre Festival and Cluj’s Transilvania International Film Festival are premier events.
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JULY

Mountain trails at the highest elevations are finally fully free of snow and ice. Peak hiking season normally runs through August.

[image: jpg]

K5HU/GETTY IMAGES ©

AUGUST

Hot and crowded everywhere. Music-festival action shifts to Cluj’s Untold Festival and the Artmania Rock Festival in Sibiu.
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OCTOBER

The first big snows come to higher-elevation areas. Most years by month’s end the Transfăgărăşan Road will be closed for the season.
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DECEMBER

Christmas holidays add cheer. Sibiu and surrounding villages are particularly festive. Age-old dances are performed in traditional garb.
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Sinaia

STUNNING ROYAL PALACE | ADVENTURE SPORTS


[image: jpg]

Nestled in a slender fir-clad valley that winds east of the Bucegi Mountains, the former royal resort of Sinaia offers most visitors to Romania their first taste of the peaks and natural wonders awaiting in Transylvania. It couldn’t be a better introduction. Sinaia cuts the perfect figure of an exclusive 19th-century resort. The melange of crayon-coloured wooden houses contrasts with the ‘wedding-cake’ style of grand neoclassical buildings. The town has a distinct schizophrenic feel. Half the visitors here are day-trippers and history buffs wanting to catch a glimpse of King Carol I’s grand summer retreat at Peleş Castle. The other half are trampers, trekkers and skiers headed for the mountains. Sinaia is one of three main towns, along with (moving northwards) Bușteni and Predeal, on the main road and rail line to Brașov. All are interesting in their own right and make great bases for exploring the Bucegi Natural Park.


GETTING AROUND

Central Sinaia is small but heaves with traffic; drivers should arrange parking with their hotel. Peleş Castle is a 30-minute hike uphill – or hop on the ‘tourist train’ that departs from near the park.

The town is easy to reach on the main Bucharest–Braşov rail line. The main Hwy 1 gets impossibly crowded. Avoid travel on weekends and expect delays.

Frequent trains run to Predeal and Bușteni. The trip to Bușteni takes about 15 minutes.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Peleş Castle

EXPERIENCES

2 Cantacuzino Castle

3 Heroes’ Cross

4 Pelişor Palace

5 Sinaia Monastery

ACTIVITIES

6 Cabana Babele

TRANSPORT

7 Bike Resort Sinaia

8 Buşteni–Babele cable-car station

9 Cota 1400

10 Cota 1400-2000

11 Telecabina Sinaia

12 Uphill Experiences




[image: ] TOP TIP

Before venturing into the mountains, pick up brochures and maps at tourist information centres in Sinaia (info-sinaia.ro; B-dul Carol I 47) and Predeal (predeal.ro; Str Intrarea Gării 1). The Bucegi Natural Park website (bucegipark.ro) has some info on the trails.



Be Wowed by Peleş Castle

Magnificent royal residence

You simply can’t come to Sinaia and not visit one of the country’s grandest sights: Peleş Castle (Castelul Peleş; peles.ro). This neo-Renaissance masterpiece was commissioned by Romania’s first king, Carol I, in 1873. Visits are by 40-minute guided tour; depending on the crowds you may have to wait for a tour slot to open. Buy tickets at the desk or online (bilete.peles.ro).

Once inside, in the Honorary Hallway, note the Swiss and German landscapes, fashioned from inlaid wood, to remind the king of his homeland. Beyond Iraqi carpets and alabaster biblical scenes, you’ll enter an Arms Room brimming with armour for men and their horses. Even more elaborate are the weapons in the Oriental Room, while the Portrait Room and Library offer a glimpse into the distinguished life of the royal couple. The latter has a secret passageway (which you will be shown if you opt for a longer tour involving the castle’s upper floor).

About 100m uphill from Peleş stands another impressive royal residence. Pelişor Palace (Castelul Pelișor) was built from 1899 to 1902 for the heirs to the Romanian throne: Ferdinand and his wife Marie (who later served as king and queen in their own right). Pelişor is noticeably smaller and incorporates design elements from popular styles at the time, including Art Nouveau. Queen Marie acted as Pelişor’s interior designer, filling the spaces with imported Viennese furniture. She died here in 1938 in the Golden Room, the walls of which are entirely covered in gilded leaves. Like the larger castle, entry is by guided tour. Buy tickets at ticket counters or on the website.

Skiing & Downhill Cycling

Adrenaline sports

From December to April, the towns along the valley morph into prime skiing territory. The ski slopes above Sinaia (sinaiago.ro) are often rated the country’s best, nudging out Poiana Braşov. From Sinaia, take the Telecabina Sinaia (gondola) to Cota 1400. From here take a second gondola, Cota 1400-2000. The resort has 16 certified runs, extending to over 25 km. The high altitude of some runs, over 2000m, means the season often lasts longer than other resorts. There are lots of options for snowboarders and cross-country skiers.

The Predeal Ski Resort is also popular and well equipped. About half of Predeal’s pistes – across an altitude difference of 480m – are suitable for intermediate skiers and snowboarders, with a couple of kilometres each at beginner (blue) and advanced (black) levels. Both Sinaia and Predeal have ski schools and outfits for renting gear.

In warmer weather, Bike Resort Sinaia (sinaiago.ro), located between Sinaia’s Cota 1400 gondola and the lower station (1000-1400), features four downhill cycling trails (one rated ‘easy’), covering 10km.

Uphill Experiences (uphillexperiences.com) rents bikes and e-bikes and provides transfers and cycling tours. It also runs a well regarded guesthouse, Uphill Residence.

Pay Respects at the Monastery

Sinaia’s birthplace

Sinaia started with the beautiful Sinaia Monastery (Mănăstirea Sinaia), framed at the back by forested mountains. The monastery was founded in 1695 by the Wallachian aristocrat and general Mihail Cantacuzino. In the 19th century the complex was expanded to accommodate the monastery’s growing community. The main church is a marvel of carved floral decoration; oil paintings are within. The library possesses the earliest Romanian translation of the Bible, dated 1668.
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PEARL OF THE CARPATHIANS

Sinaia proudly calls itself the ‘Pearl of the Carpathians’, which could be passed off merely as tourist-brochure fluff, but in Sinaia’s case the description fits.

Sinaia got its start in the late 17th century with the Sinaia Monastery. King Carol I’s interest in the monastery took him here 1866, and construction of Peleş Castle began seven years later. The presence of the royal family spurred Sinaia’s development as an exclusive resort. The area around the central park is lined by grand 19th-century buildings, such as the spectacular Casino from 1912. The Romanian composer George Enescu loved it here. In the 1920s, he built a summer house, the Luminiş Villa (Str Yehudi Menuhin 2), now a small museum.



WHERE TO EAT IN SINAIA

La Teleferic

Cute, family-run bistro by the cable car that’s an excellent choice for breakfast or lunch. €€

Bruma GastroBar

Top-rated, centrally located restaurant with international dishes, traditional Romanian and very good pizza. €€

Forest Restaurant

Extensive menu of game (venison, wild boar). Pretty tree-shaded garden terrace at the Ioana Hotel. €€€

Bușteni’s Famous Cantacuzino Castle

Visiting Nevermore

If you’re a fan of the popular Netflix Addams Family remake Wednesday, you’ll want to pop in to Bușteni’s Cantacuzino Castle (Castelul Cantacuzino; cantacuzinocastle.com), which does a star turn as the Nevermore Academy, where Wednesday attends school. The lavish, early-20th-century summer residence of the noble Cantacuzino family has been fully restored. Tour the lavish interiors and have lunch at the in-house restaurant Canta Cuisine – try to snag a terrace table with fabulous views of the Bucegi Mountains.


THE SPHYNX & THE OLD LADIES

The Bucegi Mountains, a rocky range that forms part of the Southern Carpathians chain, are beloved by hikers and skiers for their dramatic backdrops of snow-covered peaks and steep valleys. But the mountains are perhaps best known for their unusual sandstone rock formations towards the top, west of Bușteni. The giant Sphynx (Sfinxul Bucegi; 2216m), really does resemble its more famous Egyptian namesake, particularly when viewed from the side. The resemblance is so uncanny it’s given rise to legends that some ancient, spiritual connection must exist between the two.

The nearby Babele (the Old Ladies) rock formation is equally famous, but the ‘Old Ladies’ part of the name is harder to fathom. The grouping more resembles a cluster of mushrooms.



WHERE TO STAY IN SINAIA

Hotel Smart

Beautifully maintained property 1km from central Sinaia. Rooms have balconies and overlook a forest-like park. €€

Vila Camelia

Alpine-style 19th-century villa with period touches, tucked away from the busier centre. Book in advance. €€

Villa Oblique

Linger in the hot tub at this spa hotel before retreating to your regally furnished room. €€€

Hike Up to the Bucegi Plateau

A visit to the Sphynx

Buşteni, 10km north of Sinaia, makes the best base for hiking into the Bucegi Mountains and to see the famous sandstone rock formations the Sphynx (Sfinxul Bucegi) and Babele (the Old Ladies). The quickest way to walk up is via the Jepii Mici trail, a relatively steep ascent that begins just beyond the Buşteni–Babele cable-car station. Note the trail requires at least a moderate level of fitness and experience crossing exposed terrain. The first leg takes around five hours and brings you to Cabana Babele, close to the rock formations. From here you can either head towards Omu (the range’s highest peak, at 2505m), following a yellow-striped trail for two to three hours, or you can go for another landmark, the Heroes’ Cross (Crucea Eroilor), on Caraiman Peak, following a red-crossed trail.

The mountains are easily accessible for a quick up-and-back via cable car from either Sinaia or Buşteni. That said, this is tricky terrain. If you’re planning a longer hike, discuss the route with knowledgeable people and bring water, snacks and proper outerwear for the season. The blog Let’s Wander Together (letswandertogether.com) has a good overview of ‘120 Hiking Trails in Bucegi Mountains’.

The easiest way into the Bucegi Mountains from Sinaia or Bușteni is by cable car. Telecabina Sinaia goes from the centre to the Cota 1400 station. From here, Telecabina Cota 1400-2000 reaches the top.
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BEST MOUNTAIN LODGING IN THE BUCEGI

Cabana Stâna Târle

With open fires, stone walls and even a small spa, this outdoorsy lodge (1578m) offers a hint of luxury. €€

Cabana Caraiman

Sits at 2025m with dizzying views of the valley below. Cosy though basic (hot food available), it makes for a memorable night’s stay. €

Hotel Peștera

Comfortable, modern rooms with mountain views fill this 1600m-altitude hotel. Accessible by car. €€

Cabana Piatra Arsă

Decent rooms and a cafe geared towards hikers in the Bucegi Mountains. €

Cabana Omu

Remote cabin and weather station said to be Romania’s highest-elevation mountain cabin. Simple beds and basic meals, though frequently closed (ask in advance). €





Braşov

Fairytale architecture | Dramatic fortresses
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Of all the destinations in Romania, it’s Braşov that will have you searching online to see what properties might be available. Romania’s prettiest big town has it all. An atmospheric, Saxon-influenced core with colourful old houses (and German street names) straight out of Hansel and Gretel, great sights, one of Romania’s best restaurant scenes, and a curtain of high mountains on all sides that lend the main square, Piaţa Sfatului, a snug, cosy feel. Braşov owes its existence to Teutonic knights, who established a town in 1211. Braşov grew into a German colony named Kronstadt. The Saxons built ornate churches and townhouses, protected by a massive medieval wall that remains in place. Braşov is easily worth a couple of days – tack on a few more to allow for excursions to nearby castles in Bran and Râșnov, fortified churches, and mountain hikes in the Piatra Craiului National Park, 30km west.


GETTING AROUND

Central Braşov is compact and easily walkable. Stația de Biciclete (Str Republicii 7, statiadebiciclete.ro) rents bikes.

Regular bus and train services connect Braşov to Bucharest, Cluj, Sighişoara, Sibiu and many other places.

In 2023 the city’s new Brașov-Ghimbav International Airport (brasovaeroport.ro) began operations, directly linking the city to a small number of destinations around Europe.
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EXPERIENCES

see 5 Art Museum

1 Black Church

2 Black Tower

3 Catherine’s Gate

4 Council House

5 Ethnographic Museum

6 First Romanian School Museum

7 Memorial to Victims of the 1989 Revolution

8 Museum of Urban Civilization

9 Piaţa Sfatului

10 Rope St

11 Schei Gate

12 St Nicholas’ Cathedral

see 5 Tales of Communism Museum

EATING

13 Bistro de l’Arte

14 Pilvax

15 Sergiana

TRANSPORT

16 Cable-Car Station
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Leave the map at the hotel and get lost in the quirky backstreets of Braşov’s Old Town, where hidden alleyways reveal whole new parts of the city. From the main square, Piaţa Sfatului, look for a tiny archway (next to a KFC) that leads to hidden Piaţa Enescu, with many cafes and restaurants.



Find Your Bearings on the Main Square

Heart of the city

Any visit to Braşov must begin with the city’s beautiful, sweeping main square, Piaţa Sfatului, the envy of many Romanian towns and cities. At the centre of the square, actually an overgrown triangle, stands the Council House (Casa Sfatului), from 1420, topped by the Trumpeter’s Tower, in which the town councillors would meet. These days, the building is home to the small local history museum; you can still hear the trumpeters play from the tower every day at 6pm (or at noon on weekends). Pedestrianised Str Republicii trails off from here northward and is stuffed with more bars, cafes and ice-cream joints.

Piaţa Sfatului is surrounded by several decent cafes and during the many festivals it’s invariably at the heart of the action. It’s also as good a spot as any to take in Braşov’s fabled, festive, faintly ridiculous ‘Hollywood’ sign that adorns tall Mt Tâmpa in the distance. The sign has been up there reminding city residents where they live ever since 2004. Take our walking tour of Braşov. Walkabout Free Tours (brasov.walkaboutfreetours.com) also offers daily guided walking tours that begin on the square at 10.30pm and 6pm.
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Visit the Black Church

Romania’s largest Gothic church

The Black Church (Biserica Neagră) may be Braşov’s only true ‘must see’. The church dates from the late 14th century and is the country’s largest Gothic church (the bell tower stands 65m high). The Black Church got its name from its charred appearance following the Great Fire of 1689. Despite the crowds, the interior feels hushed and peaceful. The acoustics are helped by the 16th- to 19th-century Anatolian rugs that are draped across the interior; these were once placed on pews reserved for church donors. Check the notice board for organ recitals that are held in the church during July and August, usually at 6pm.
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Explore the Medieval Town Walls

Medieval fortifications

Large parts of Braşov’s fortification system from the Middle Ages are still standing, and if you squint your eyes you can still imagine the walled city as it once was. Raised in stages between 1400 and 1650, the walls and towers were built in anticipation of attacks by the Turks. Seven bastions were built at the most exposed points, each one defended by a guild whose members, pending danger, tolled their bastion bell. The most popular spot to see the old walls is along the fortification’s western section, which parallels a stream and pedestrianised Str După Ziduri. A good access point is 200m south of the Black Church. Above here, on the hillside, are two watchtowers – the Black Tower (Turnul Negru) and White Tower (Turnul Alb) – which despite their names, are both brownish in colour. It’s possible to climb to the towers for dramatic views, but be forewarned: the going is steep.

Two impressive gates into the walled city, the 19th-century Schei Gate (Poarta Schei) and the 16th-century Catherine’s Gate (Poarta Ecaterinei), next door, were part of the old fortification system. For centuries, Catherine’s Gate was the main entryway into the centre. This gate not only protected the city, but also marked an important difference in status. In Saxon-ruled Braşov, Romanians were banished to the outlying Schei quarter and could only enter the city through this gate.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN BRAşOV

Bistro de l’Arte

This two-decades-old bistro still turns out some of the city’s most inventive cooking. €€

Sergiana

Soups in hollowed-out bread loaves, paprika-laced meat stews, and the most generous ratio of cheese and sour cream we’ve ever seen in a polenta side dish. €€

Pilvax

Upmarket fusion of Transylvanian and Hungarian food (like stuffed peppers and braised spare ribs with polenta) in a bright, modern setting. €€€

La Ceaun

Small local chain with two central locations, with well done traditional Romanian food at family-friendly prices. €

Dei Frati

Refined Italian place, just north of the main square following the passage to Piața George Enescu. €€



WHERE TO DRINK IN BRAŞOV

Tipografia

Perfect for coffee, tea, beer, lemonade, whatever. The crowd is local and chill.

Aftăr Stube

Craft beers and a shady terrace, near the main square. Decent bar food, pizzas and burgers.

Croitoria de Cafea

The best coffee in town can be sipped at this hole-in-the-wall cafe, north of the centre.


INSIDER’S HIKE ON MT TâMPA
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Bogdan Săvulescu, Brașov tour guide, has led private tours in Romania for over 10 years. booktoursromania.com

I love Brașov for the nature and captivating city views. I recommend a hike on Mt Tâmpa, but not the standard walk most people do. Begin your hike from the Postăvarilor Bastion and follow the yellow triangle trail to Treptele lui Gabony. It’s a bit strenuous, but the rewards are beyond words. Most tourists stop at the Tâmpa summit for the classic view (and you should too), but here’s the gem: venture on to Tâmpa Mică, a remote summit with unique views of the city and surrounding mountains. On the descent, don’t backtrack. Hike down from Șaua Tâmpei via Drumul Cavalerilor, marked with a blue ribbon.



WHERE TO STAY IN BRAŞOV

Schuster Boarding House

Luxuriously reconstructed townhouse with a rooftop terrace. Easy walking distance from the central square. €€€

Belfort

Clean, bright midrange hotel above the city, just below Mt Tâmpa. Some rooms have mountain views. €€

Secret Boutique Hostel

Newish hostel close to the action yet quiet, with spotless, well appointed six- and eight-bed dorms. €



Braşov Walking Tour

[image: jpg]

Braşov is best enjoyed on an aimless stroll, walking the picturesque streets that radiate off the main square. But if you’ve only got a couple of hours and want to take in the big sights, follow this more structured exploration. Start off at the busy main square 1 Piaţa Sfatului. If there’s a festival on during your visit, chances are it’s taking place here. Be sure to come back at night to enjoy the atmospheric lighting. From here, follow Str Gheorghe Bariţiu southwest to the late-14th-century 2 Black Church, Romania’s biggest Gothic church and the city’s pride and joy. Before you pop into the church, look up to the hills on the western side to see two original medieval watch towers: the 3 Black Tower and 4 White Tower. Continue southwest and make a left at Șirul Ludwig van Beethoven and then another left at Str Poarta Schei.

Re-enter the medieval city through the 19th-century 5 Schei Gate, and then look left to see the 16th-century 6 Catherine’s Gate. Continue along Str Poarta Schei. The city’s handsome 7 Beth Israel Synagogue stands down a tiny lane to the right. Famously narrow 8 Rope St (Str Sforii) runs to the right a couple of blocks further on. Keep walking northeast, make a left at pretty Str Apollonia Hirscher and return to Piaţa Sfatului. From the square, walk northeast along busy, pedestrianised Str Republicii for several blocks until you reach B-dul Eroilor. Turn left and take your pick of several museums. We recommend the relatively new, interactive 9 Tales of Communism Museum, but the area is also home to the 10 Art Museum and the 11 Ethnographic Museum.



Go Museum-Hopping

Rainy-day activities

Braşov has several museums that showcase the city and surrounding region. Be forewarned, they’re a little on the dry side (and English signage can be spotty). It’s best to choose one or two based on personal interests and dive in. The best of the bunch, the Museum of Urban Civilization (Muzeul Civilizației Urbane), is set in a restored 17th-century townhouse just off Piaţa Sfatului and highlights the city as a trading hub over the centuries. The highlight, on the second level, is a reconstructed 19th-century apartment of a well to-do Saxon family. The Historical Museum (Muzeul Judetean de Istorie Braşov) in the Council House is a by-the-numbers accounting of the city’s history from Roman times to the Saxon guilds.

Walk north of the square, along B-dul Eroilor, to find the adjoining Art Museum (Muzeul de Artă) and Ethnographic Museum (Muzeul de Etnografie). The former is strongest on the modernism of Gheorghe Vânătoru and Theodor Pallady’s stirring portraits. The Ethnographic Museum highlights Transylvania’s traditional scarlet and white village wear. Beyond the looms are displays on local folk customs and videos of village dances.

South of Schei Gate, the First Romanian School Museum (Prima Şcoala Românească) time-travels through the history of Romanian education. Students have been educated on this site since the late 16th century. The museum features recreated schoolrooms, a library of 4000 antique books, and one of the country’s oldest Bibles. Next to the museum, don’t miss impressive St Nicholas’ Cathedral (Biserica Sfântul Nicolae). The location is breathtaking, with forested hills rising behind prickly Gothic spires. St Nicholas’ was built in wood in 1392 and replaced by a Gothic stone church a century later.


A REAL FAIRYTALE CITY

Braşov incredibly does a star turn in the old Brothers Grimm classic The Pied Piper of Hamelin. After the piper leads the children away, they somehow dig a hole to Transylvania and wind up here. Indeed, this playful place has many tales as colourful as its pastel-hued streets, but the city’s real history is a bit more prosaic.

Braşov was established on an ancient Dacian site in 1211 by the crusading order of Teutonic knights. Braşov grew into a Saxon-controlled mercantile colony named Kronstadt (Brassó in Hungarian). The Saxons built ornate churches and townhouses, all protected by a massive wall that still stands. The Romanians were required by law to live outside the walls, at Schei.




‘HOLLYWOOD’ SIGNS

We’re fans of the big ‘Braşov’ sign on on the side of Mt Tâmpa, but Braşov is not the only Romania city with a Hollywood-type sign. Find another on the side of the Râşnov Fortress and in the Danube port of Tulcea.



Squeeze Down Rope St

A very narrow lane

You can’t leave Braşov without snapping a selfie along ultra-narrow Rope St (Str Sforii). It’s one of the narrowest streets in Europe, at just 1.2m wide. It’s most evocative at night, and lurid tales have sprung up about Vlad Țepeș snatching a kiss from his future wife in this very lane, but it’s mostly modern-day lovers who squeeze their way through.

Conquer Mt Tâmpa

Hike or take a cable car

The hour-long hike to the top of 940m high Mt Tâmpa is a popular weekend activity with locals – or you can save sweat by riding a cable car to the summit. Find the trailhead and cable-car station at the eastern end of Str Suișul Castelului. Hard as it is to imagine, this peak was the purported site of a mass-impaling of 40 noblemen by Vlad Țepeș back in the day. Banish such ghoulish images from your head and focus instead on the stunning views over the city from the top.

Experience Life under Communism

Interactive museum

The highly recommended Tales of Communism Museum (Muzeul Amintirilor din Comunism; madc.ro) breaks the mould of Braşov’s museums in that it’s highly interactive. Audio and visual presentations (also in English) tell personal stories of what life was like under Romania’s brutal communist dictatorship from the end of WWII to the fall of the Ceauşescu regime in December 1989. The exhibitions – of typical apartments, workplaces and schools – demonstrate the material hardships. Top off your visit with a now-long-gone, communist-era snack in the canteen.

Braşov’s citizens were also active in December 1989 in overthrowing the regime. Not far from the museum, at the northern end of Str Republicii, you’ll find a simple wooden-cross Memorial to Victims of the 1989 Revolution.


FROM BRAşOV WITH LOVE

Between 1950 and 1960, when Romania still considered itself Moscow’s buddy, Braşov was officially named ‘Stalin City’. Stalin’s rule tampered with much more than the town name: ruthless forced industrialisation yanked thousands of rural workers from the countryside and plunked them down on the city in an attempt to crank the totalitarian motor of industry. One of the first displays of public opposition to the Nicolae Ceaușescu government flared here in 1987. Thousands of disgruntled workers took to the streets demanding basic foodstuffs. Ceauşescu called in the troops and quashed the uprising, though it paved the way for protests across Romania that would topple the regime two years later.



BEST FESTIVALS IN BRAŞOV

Braşov City Days

Celebration of folk arts and crafts held in the centre during the week following Orthodox Easter.

Braşov Jazz & Blues Festival

Sultry sax and piano fill the air in late summer, with performances at venues around town.

Oktoberfest Braşov

Beer tankards, sausages, traditional music in a tent and painful mornings-after… Held late August to September.



Beyond Braşov
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A land of spooky Gothic castles, fortified churches and timeless villages pushed up the sides of rocky mountain peaks.


Beyond Braşov, you’re spoilt for choice. Many travellers are content simply to see nearby Bran Castle and (equally impressive) Râşnov Fortress, but that’s just the beginning. Don’t miss the fortified churches of Hărman and Prejmer, north of Braşov. Once you’ve had your fill of castles and churches, this is superb terrain to stretch your legs, in Piatra Craiului National Park or at the Poiana Braşov mountain resort. Remote mountain villages like Peștera, Măgura and Fundata ooze old-world charm. They make for decent starting points for hiking in the hills and are home to a burgeoning bunch of breathtaking, high-end mountain resorts, many housed in traditional dwellings and offering very good food.

Places

Poiana Braşov

Bran Castle

Râşnov Fortress

Seven Ladders Canyon

Prejmer & Hărman

Piatra Craiului National Park


GETTING AROUND

A car is the easiest way of moving around and essential for reaching remote villages such as Măgura, Peștera and Fundata. That said, many destinations are accessible by bus or train. Bran is an easy DIY day trip from Braşov. Buses depart from Braşov’s Bus Station 2 (Autogara 2), stopping in Râşnov. By bus, it’s possible to head first to Prejmer, then take a Braşov-bound bus back and exit at Hărman. Trains and buses run from Braşov to Zărneşti, for reaching trails into the Piatra Craiului National Park.
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If pressed for time, consider booking a guided tour with transport. We’ve provided some suggestions.



Poiana BraşovTIME from Braşov: 30 MINS [image: img]

Skiing, hiking & cycling

Poiana Braşov is practically in Braşov’s backyard, only 12km away. If you’re visiting during winter, it’s the go-to spot for skiing, snowboarding and fun cold-weather activities like sledging and horse-drawn sleigh rides. In summer the place quietens down, but it’s still very pleasant for mountain walks, high-altitude cycling, horse rides and spa retreats.

From December to March, Poiana Braşov functions as Romania’s best-known ski resort. It has several lifts as well as ski schools, equipment-rental outfits and 24km of pistes suited to skiers of all abilities. The ‘Red Trail’ (Drumul Roşu) is the country’s longest run, at over 4km (graded as a beginner slope). Note that this place gets crowded in season. Book accommodation well in advance.

The Postăvaru Massif nestles between the Cheii Valley, Timişului Valley and Poiana Braşov, and has dozens of trails of varying levels of difficulty to choose from. Leave details of your intended route with your guesthouse, wear layers and bring water. One of the most popular out-and-back hikes, suitable for intermediate hikers, begins near the cable-car base station (near the Coliba Haiducilor restaurants) and leads up to the Postăvaru Peak (1799m). Hike it both ways, or save time by taking the cable car up (or down). The route covers about 3km and it takes two hours to get to the top.

The Alpin Bike Center (alpinbikecenter.ro) rents bikes and leads tours in season. Check the website for prices and tour options. The Poiana Brașov Equestrian Centre (centrudeechitatie.ro) organises horse rides through the forest and along mountain trails for adults and children.
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Bran CastleTIME from Braşov: 30 MINS [image: img]

‘Dracula’s’ Castle

Thanks to author Bram Stoker and Dracula, Bran Castle (Castelul Bran; bran-castle.com) reigns as arguably Romania’s best-known tourist attraction – though connections to Stoker’s fictional vampire or the historical Wallachian prince, Vlad Ţepeş, are thin. That said, your first glimpse of this spectacular fortress-castle, rising above the town on a rocky promontory, will take your breath away. Because of the strategic location, on a mountain pass linking Wallachia and Transylvania, Teutonic knights first built a wooden fortress here in the 13th century. For centuries the castle was controlled by Braşov’s Saxons, and then fell into the hands of Romania’s ruling monarchy after WWI. Bran was a favourite of Romania’s Queen Marie. Once inside, you’re left to your own devices. Climb the conical towers to admire views over thick forest and stroll through creaky-floored rooms furnished with bearskin rugs and 19th-century antiques. Once outside, take a peek at the small Bran Village Museum, east of the castle. Some houses are closed to the public, but you’ll find some original items found in the castle on display.


DON’T MISS
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Ovidiu Botoni is an experienced national tour guide operating cultural day trips from Braşov and Suceava through his agency Boutique Romania. boutiqueromania.com; explorebucovina.com

He’s developed a passion for the pretty villages surrounding Braşov. These are his tips:

Racoș & Mercheașa

Leave the beaten path and visit the extinguished volcano and Emerald Lake near Racoș. Since you’re already here, don’t miss the ancient sessile oak in nearby Mercheașa.

Moieciu, Fundata, Peștera & Măgura

Fantastic mountain trails – and places that show off the last examples of authentic rural mountain life – start from these villages.

Rhein Cellar, Azuga

Visit the cellars and taste some wines in Romania’s oldest establishment producing sparkling wine.



Râşnov FortressTIME from Braşov: 25 MINS [image: img]

Eye-Popping Citadel

Commonly paired with Bran Castle on day trips from Braşov, nearby Râşnov Fortress (Cetatea Râşnov) might be the more enchanting of the two. The medieval citadel, built by Teutonic knights to guard against Tatar and Turkish invasion, roosts precariously on a rocky hilltop – all the while, a Hollywood-style ‘Râşnov’ sign is visible for miles around. Walk up to the fortress from the village or take a lift. Once up top, stroll between sturdy watchtowers, browse medieval-themed souvenir stalls and admire views of the rolling hills.
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THE BEST GUESTHOUSES NEAR BRAşOV

Casa Pelinica

Mountain-chalet experience near Fundata, this 1902 house is decorated in traditional costumes and has loads of folklore charm. €€

Odăi din Plai

Unusual accommodation in grass-covered, hobbit-like houses, featuring lots of hand-worked wood detailing. Near Fundata. €€

The Barn

Remote, rustic luxury in a traditional barn-like building on a scenic hillside (at 1200m altitude) in Șirnea. €€€

Amfiteatrul Transilvania

Deluxe guesthouse in Moeciu de Sus with amazing mountain views and a very good restaurant. €€

Villa Hermani

This cosy guesthouse has spick-and-span rooms with pine beds, colourful bedspreads and corridors lined with stunning local photography. In Măgura. €€



BEST TOUR COMPANIES FOR EXPLORING BEYOND BRAŞOV

Active Travel

Guided mountain hikes into the Bucegi and Piatra Craiului National Parks (activetravel.ro).

DayTrips Braşov

Good choice for standard excursions to Bran, Râşnov and Peleş Castle (daytripsbrasov.com).

Boutique Romania

Tailor-made trips around the region to incorporate special travel interests (boutiqueromania.com).

Seven Ladders CanyonTIME FROM BRAşOV: 20 MINS [image: img]

Climb the Waterfalls

Improve your ladder-climbing skills by hiking up through a pretty, forested valley into the Piatra Mare Mountains, near the village of Timişu de Jos, 10km south of Braşov. The hike through the Seven Ladders Canyon (Canionul Șapte Scări; canionul7scari.ro) proceeds via a series of tall metal ladders and platforms over cascading waterfalls. It’s accessible to anyone in moderate shape who’s not afraid of heights (bring proper footwear). From the car park, follow a marked trail for an hour to the park entrance. From here, start climbing. On the return, hikers have the option of a harrowing, 4km-long zip line that retraces the trail over 37 segments. Bring ID for the zip line and avoid visiting at weekends, as climbing lines get long.

Prejmer & HărmanTIME from Braşov: 25 MINS [image: img]

12th-Century Fortified Churches

Just north of Braşov stand the colourful, neighbouring Saxon villages of Prejmer and Hărman. Both have spectacular fortified churches and both can be fitted in on a day trip from the city.

If we had a choice of fortresses to wait out a siege, we’d opt for Prejmer. This superbly preserved complex has the most formidable fortified walls in Transylvania at 4.5m thick. Prejmer’s fortress was originally constructed in the early 1200s by Teutonic knights. A 15th-century reconstruction shaped it into the battering-ram-proof fortification that stands today, encircling a Gothic church. The 270 storerooms were once packed with produce to allow inhabitants to stay fed while under attack.

From the outside, Hărman’s fortified church resembles a bright-white layer cake. Enclosed by mighty walls is a triple-naved basilica, the Church of St Nikolaus, which has retained its 12th-century Romanesque style (note the rounded arches). The centrepiece is a c1300 bell tower, rising 56m above the complex. The main church harbours a fine baroque altar and women’s benches that date to 1753; the lack of backrests is a deliberate design feature, as ladies’ stiff attire didn’t allow them to lean back (or nod off). A small museum in the outbuildings displays traditional furniture and embroidery. Don’t miss climbing the stairs to the smaller chapel.


ROMANIA’S BEARS

Romania is home to some 6000 bears (half of all Europe’s bears). Trophy hunting was banned in 2016, and preserving the bear population has been a significant achievement. However, as bears are driven from habitats by human encroachment and illegal logging, contacts with people have become more frequent. While encounters on trails are rare, always ask about bear activity before setting out on a hike. Take sensible precautions, like pitching tents in open spots and storing food safely.

Several companies lead guided wildlife-spotting tours. The best include Transylvanian Wolf (transylvanianwolf.ro) and Carpathian Nature Tours (cntours.eu). The Libearty Bear Sanctuary, near Zărnești, operates a bear-rescue reserve: a visit here is an easy half-day trip from Braşov.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND BRAŞOV

Coliba Haiducilor

Touristy but fun alpine-style restaurant in Poiana Braşov, with sheepskin-backed chairs and huge portions. €€

Sub Cetate Sergiana

Reliably good family-friendly restaurant, east of the Râşnov Fortress on the road to Poiana Braşov. €€

Bran Castle Restaurant

Within the Bran Castle complex, the setting – Queen Marie’s 1930s garden teahouse – is a delight. €€

Piatra Craiului National ParkTIME FROM BRAşOV: 40 MINS [image: img]

Spruce Forests & Glacial Lakes

The Piatra Craiului National Park (pcrai.ro), with a spectacular 25km limestone ridge, offers some of the most breathtaking hikes in the country. Wolves, bears, deer, eagle owls and 17 species of bat make their home in the woodlands and crags. Some 42 marked trails weave through the park; many of the best (suitable for intermediate hikers) leave from Zărneşti. Before starting a hike, pick up maps and overnighting tips from the National Park Visitor Centre, 2km west of Zărnești. The Visit Zărnești website (visitzarnesti.ro) has loads of info on the trails in English.

A popular yellow-marked trail heads south out of Zărnești to Fântâna lui Botorog and turns west to Poiana Zănoaga and onward to the well tended Cabana Curmătura (a good choice for an overnight). The route takes three hours. Alternatively, a blue-striped trail follows the same route south out of Zărnești but continues onwards and over the Zărneşti Gorge (Prăpăstiile Zărneștilor) to the Cabana Curmătura. This also takes three hours. A less-demanding hike follows a red-marked trail out Zărnești to pretty Peștera village – out and back takes four hours. These are just a few of the possibilities.
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PEACEFUL MOUNTAINSIDE HAMLETS

Snoozing peacefully on the northeastern edge of Piatra Craiului National Park, about 40km southwest of Braşov, are Măgura and Peștera, known as the ‘Kalibash’ villages. This alpine idyll of fields flecked with cottages, backed by Mt Craiului, is interrupted only by crowing cocks (and sheepdogs chasing your car). They are both superb bases for launching into the national park, joining a bear-tracking tour or staying at a comfy mountain guesthouse.

The villages’ first inhabitants lived in mud huts dug into the ground, known as colibă, which gave the area its name. While Peștera is just outside the national-park boundary, Măgura is reachable only by rattling along a steep gravelled road, giving the area a wild, lost-in-time feel.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND BRAŞOV

Conacul Törzburg

Upmarket manor hotel in Bran, with an excellent restaurant and view towards Bran Castle. €€€

Teleferic Grand Hotel

Alpine hotel with a pool and spa near the lifts in Poiana Braşov. €€€

Radsor

Râşnov’s nicest hotel, steps away from the fortress entrance and a good restaurant. €€



Sighişoara

Unesco-protected citadel | saxon life
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Saxon settlers first started coming to Sighişoara (Schässburg in German) as early as the 12th century by invitation of the then-ruling Hungarian kings, and the magnificent fortress town they built (now under UNESCO protection) welcomes visitors to the present day. Indeed, so resplendent are Sighişoara’s pastel-coloured buildings, stony lanes and medieval towers, you’ll rub your eyes in disbelief. During the Middle Ages, the booming commercial centre supported more than a dozen traditional guilds, and towers still honour guilds like ‘Tinsmiths’ and ‘Tailors’. Lurking behind the citadel’s gingerbread roofs and turrets is the history of Vlad Ţepeş, the bloodthirsty 15th-century Wallachian prince. He was allegedly born here, in a house that is visitable to this day. From May to September the busy citadel takes on a carnival-like feel. If Sighişoara doesn’t sate your thirst for medieval splendour, it’ll make a great jumping-off point to explore Saxon villages such as Viscri and Biertan.


GETTING AROUND

The citadel is largely closed to cars but a handful of pensions within the fortress allow guests to park on site. Otherwise, access to the citadel is via a short, heart-pumping climb to the top. In summer, a ‘tourist train’ to/from the citadel’s main square, Piaţa Cetǎţii, rides around town for about 20 minutes. You can also rent bikes.

Sighişoara lies on major train and bus routes. The train station is 20 minutes on foot from the citadel.
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Take advantage of Sighişoara’s proximity to the surrounding Saxon lands. Tour operators offer activities like hiking, biking and horse riding that will get you out into the countryside and closer to the rural culture that still thrives in these parts.



Visit Sighişoara’s Citadel

UNESCO-protected fortress

From the moment you arrive, you’ll want to scramble up to Sighişoara’s towering medieval citadel. There are several ways to access the citadel; the main stairway starts north of the main square, Piața Hermann Oberth. We’ve outlined a walking tour that touches on the main points, but it’s perfectly fine to amble around at will and take in the ancient splendour at your own pace. Wanderlust Tours (wanderlust-tour.ro) offers guided cultural tours of the citadel as well.

The highlight is the glorious Clock Tower, whose multicoloured roof glitters like the scales of a dragon. The tower was built in the 14th century and expanded 200 years later. Beyond the Clock Tower, the citadel’s grounds hold several important churches, achingly pretty traditional houses and a perimeter of fairytale towers (many closed to the public). These towers were once vitally important for repelling attacks from roaming Tatar tribes and later Ottoman Turks. The citadel is also home to some of Romania’s most beautiful pensions, decent cafes and restaurants, and cheek-by-jowl souvenir shops, including a few selling the genuine article.

A Little Hiking or Bicyling

Day out in nature

Sighişoara lies astride the Via Transilvanica hiking trail and makes a good starting point for exploring Saxon towns like Biertan, Viscri and others. Pick up a hiking map from the Tourist Information Centre (infosighisoara.ro) at Str O Goga 8, or better yet enlist the services of an experienced guide. EyeTours, run by Dutchman Marco Nawjin, specialises in tailor-made multiday trips into Saxon Land, from hiking to visiting shepherds, charcoal burners and other local tradesmen. Many trails can also be cycled. Sergiu Pâcă (0744-389 378) rents bikes and leads e-bike tours from his shop at Str 1 Decembrie 1918 41. One popular cycling loop runs south out of Sighişoara in the direction of Apold and returns to the city via a dedicated bike line that connects Sighişoara with Viscri.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN SIGHIşOARA

Central Park

Unexpectedly opulent hotel with artwork, European antiques, and chandeliers sparkling above a grand stairway. €€

Casa Georgius Krauss

Dazzling boutique at the northern end of the citadel, with period details like wood-beamed ceilings, plus tasteful modern bathrooms and plush linen. €€€

Fronius Residence

Stride past walls of medieval weaponry towards elegant rooms, some with rib-vault ceilings, at this 400-year-old building in the citadel’s heart. €€€

Casa Savri

Outstanding citadel guesthouse with an ideal mix of modern amenities and traditional Saxon furnishings. €€

Hotel Sighişoara

Sighişoara lost many venerable buildings in a 17th-century fire, but thankfully this gorgeous 1502 citadel mansion survived. €€



WHERE TO EAT IN SIGHIŞOARA

Joseph T.

Arguably Sighişoara’s best restaurant; Romanian and international dishes, and very good steaks. €€

Casa Vlad Dracul

The house where Vlad was born could’ve been dealt a worse blow than this atmospheric restaurant. €€

Restaurant Italian Michelangelo

A good place to switch it up from the usual grilled meats and stews. €€



Walking Tour of the Citadel
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Sighişoara’s citadel calls out to idle wanderers. Each promising side street is lined with colourful houses that lead off to mysterious-looking medieval towers in the distance. If you’d like something with more structure, though, this one- to two-hour walking tour hits the high points. Climb the stairs up into the citadel and begin at the 1 Clock Tower, the symbol of the city. Climb to the top for magnificent views of the town. Just north of the clock tower, the brooding, late-Gothic 2 Church of the Dominican Monastery has a spooky air and guards a trove of baroque finery inside. Walk west along Piaţa Muzeului into the heart of the citadel. At the corner of Str Cositorarilor is the 3 Casa Vlad Dracul, the purported birthplace of Wallachian Prince Vlad Ţepeş (aka Dracula) in 1431. A few metres further west, the grand 4 Piaţa Cetăţii marks the heart of the citadel. Walk south to find the entrance to the 5 Scholars’ Stairway, a 176-step covered walkway that leads to the citadel’s upper end and another beautiful Gothic church, the 6 Church on the Hill. Return to the main part of the citadel via Str Scării and turn left at Str Cojocarilor to take in some of the distinctive towers. The top-heavy 7 Tinsmiths’ Tower (Turnul Cositorarilor) is one of the most easily recognisable, both for its height (25m) and octagonal upper level. Follow Str Zidul Cetăţii along the citadel’s western wall to the 8 Tailors’ Tower (Turnul Croitorilor) and the 9 Bootmakers’ Tower (Turnul Cizmarilor), which defended the citadel’s northern flank. Walk east from here, passing the 19th-century 10 Roman Catholic Church. Proceed south on Str Bastionul to return to the always bustling 11 Piaţa Cetăţii.



Say ‘Hello’ to ‘The Spoonman’

Authentic souvenirs

Since 2012, Mark Tudose has been running The Spoonman’s Shop (obiectetraditionale.ro), near the entryway to the citadel across the street from Casa Vlad Dracul. He employs traditional woodcarving methods to fashion Transylvanian spoons (each connected to a local story), as well as painted-glass icons, clay statues, painted eggs and more. It’s a beautiful place to browse, and your best bet for finding a culturally meaningful souvenir.

See Some Stately Trees

As old as the citadel

Around 3km west of town, the Breite Ancient Oak Tree Reserve (Stejarii seculari de la Breite) is a protected sanctuary for around 500 rare and very old oak trees. Some trees go back more than 800 years and are as old as the citadel itself. Find the reserve along the Via Transilvanica hiking trail; you can also get to the area by car, following Hwy 14 west toward Mediaș and turning south on a forest access road.
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Saddle Up

Horse riding in Saxon country

There’s no better way to appreciate the beauty of the hills surrounding Sighişoara than from the back of a horse. The Cross Country Farm (cross-country.ro), 17km northwest of the city, in the village of Prod, offers a full array of horse-riding trips through forests, meadows and traditional villages. See the website for options that include meals, overnights and transfers from Sighişoara.


TWO GREAT CYCLING TRIPS
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Mark Tudose, owner of The Spoonman’s Shop, is also a passionate cyclist with his son, Răzvan. Here are a couple of their favourite Sighișoara rides.

Our first ride leads out of town southwards along Str Horea Teculescu (Hwy 54) and follows the Via Transilvanica trail to the Monastery of St Demetrius (Mănăstirea Sfântul Dimitrie). Beyond the monastery, we return to Sighișoara through the forest via the ‘Volcano Cross’ (Crucea Vulcanului), following a blue-cross-marked path.

Our second ride follows Str 7 Noiembrie and Str Viilor north and east out of Sighişoara for around 7km to the village of Țopa. On our way, we stop by the Târnava Mare river to dip our feet in the water. In Țopa, we visit the Țopa Farm to buy fresh fruit and vegetables.





Beyond Sighişoara
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Find rugged fortress-churches jutting out from rocky hilltops in the time-stood-still villages south and west of Sighişoara.


The former Saxon lands, south and west of Sighişoara, plunge you deep into Transylvania’s past. Dotted between Sighişoara and Sibiu, churches flanked by watchtowers and stocky walls rise from achingly charming villages, many now finding new economic life as upmarket rural retreats. The fortified churches here hark back to medieval Transylvania, when Saxon settlers who’d come to the area as early as the 12th century engaged in a frenzy of defence-building to ward off attack by the Ottoman Turks. Most visitors are drawn to Biertan’s immense, fortified Gothic church and charming Viscri, though tiny villages like Mălâncrav and the towns around Mediaş, such as Alma Vii, boast their own rustic appeal and lesser-known fortress churches.

Places

Viscri

Biertan

Mălâncrav

Via Transilvanica


GETTING AROUND

Public transport is scarce in these parts, and the fortified villages are best explored by car, which is the only way Viscri can be accessed. If you don’t have your own wheels, consider booking a guided tour from companies such as Wanderlust (wanderlust-tour.ro) in Sighişoara or Boutique Romania (boutiqueromania.com) in Braşov. Mediaş is the area’s only real transport hub. Trains run between here and Sighişoara. Buses link Mediaş with Biertan.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Look out for traditional-guesthouses. Experience Transylvania (experiencetransylvania.ro) lists enticing options in Viscri, Alma Vii and Mălâncrav.



Viscri TIME FROM SIGHIşOARA: 40 MINS [image: img]

Fortified Church & Cornflower-Blue Houses

With a medieval fortification at its heart, and flanked by rows of houses and surrounded by bucolic meadows, Viscri epitomises the romance of rural Transylvania. Britain’s King Charles, in his days as Prince Charles, put the town on the tourism map decades ago, and it’s fair to say the place has never looked better. The only sounds (aside from other visitors) you’ll hear are the rattle of horse-drawn carts and the clank of a blacksmith’s workshop.

The highlight is the medieval, fortified church complex. Its splendidly restored whitewashed walls and tiled roof, in their day, represented a feat of medieval engineering. The outbuildings display decorated furniture and agricultural tools, alongside village ceramics. Climb the tower for views across Viscri’s farmland. The fortifications were originally built by Székely craftsmen in the early 12th century. The structure was seized by Saxon colonists in 1185. The walls were strengthened and towers added from the 14th to 16th centuries.



Driving Tour of Lesser-Known Saxon Churches
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This road trip starts in Mediaş and leads truly off the beaten track to some lesser-visited Saxon villages – many still in need of a little TLC but all the more enchanting for it. Note there’s a lot of backtracking to avoid off-roading, but the countryside is uncommonly pretty. Mediaş initially appears unappealing, but the town’s modern sprawl conceals a magnificent medieval core. Enter the Old Town from Str Johannes Honterius and visit the 1488-built 1 St Margaret’s Church, whose splendid Gothic spire rises above a church filled with 15th-century frescoes. Linger in Mediaş and then drive south along Hwy 141 to Moşna. The 14th-century 2 Moşna Fortified Church has impressive defence towers and high walls. Continue south on Hwy 141, watching for a turn towards Alma Vii and its superbly restored 3 Fortified Church. The stocky sanctuary dates to the 16th century, though the church vault was given a neo-Gothic makeover in the 19th century. Backtrack towards Mediaş and veer west along Route 14 to Copşa Mică, finding a turnoff to Valea Viilor. Standing proud in this whisper-quiet village is the 4 Valea Viilor Fortified Church, an 18th-century sanctuary with weighty protective walls. After your visit, drive back north to route 14, turning east back toward Mediaş. From Mediaş, drive north out of town along Route 14A for 10km, taking the turnoff after Blăjel to the 142B to find the 5 Bazna Fortified Church, with hefty wooden gates and walls enclosing a 14th-century Gothic church. From here, retrace the road back to Route 14A and continue north until the 142D turnoff towards Băgaciu and the town’s mighty, eerie, early-15th-century 6 Evangelical Church. From here, return to the 14A, back towards Mediaş or perhaps onwards to Sighişoara.



BiertanTIME FROM SIGHIşOARA: 30 MINS [image: img]

Late-Gothic Masterpiece

Rising sharply above a huddle of Saxon-style buildings, the fortified church at Biertan, 30km southwest of Sighişoara, is a poetic sight. Its late-Gothic church, ringed by concentric walls and flanked by soaring buttresses, is among the most impressive in Transylvania. The triple-naved church dates from the late 15th century and houses Gothic vaulting, superbly preserved Renaissance artwork and a magnificent altarpiece consisting of 28 panels. Near the altar, the sacristy once held treasure behind its formidable door with an even more formidable lock: it has 19 locks activated by a single key.

Inside the grounds are many buildings of interest, including a small bastion, which is famous in local lore: couples wanting a divorce were supposedly locked in here for two weeks as a last attempt to resolve differences. There was only one bed, one table and one set of cutlery. The method was so successful that stories claim only one couple decided to go through with divorce in more than 300 years. The town was first mentioned in documents in 1238, and served as the seat of Lutheran bishops from 1572 for nearly three centuries. The distinctive baroque architecture around town dates to this flourishing period.
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THE BEST GUESTHOUSES IN SAXON LAND

Apafi Manor House

Regal 15th-century country estate in Mâlâncrav that’s been painstakingly restored to its 18th-century layout. Rooms are decorated in white and pastel blue. €€€

Viscri 125

Beautifully renovated Viscri house with wood-beamed rooms, Saxon rugs and floral paintwork. Reserve well in advance. €€

Viscri 9

Another pretty Viscri house; understated rooms show off Teutonic simplicity, while the peaceful garden feels like a green sanctuary. €€

Casa Eva Wagner

B&B Saxon guesthouse with welcoming owners and a wooden tub overlooking Biertan church. €€

Valea Verde Retreat

Lovingly restored, traditional farmhouse offering fun, foodie activities like truffle hunting. In Cund, 30km northwest of Sighişoara. €€



WHERE TO EAT IN SAXON LAND

Unglerus Medieval Restaurant

In Biertan, Unglerus has satisfying goulash, fried trout and a standout wine cellar. €€

Cafe Artizanat

Shady courtyard cafe in Viscri that’s an ideal lunch spot, with daily local specials. €€

Hanul Greweln

A welcoming inn in Mediaș with a crowd-pleasing selection of pasta and meat dishes. €€

MălâncravTIME FROM SIGHIşOARA: 30 MINS [image: img]

German Culture Lives On

Many Transylvanian villages boasting fortified Saxon churches have emptied of their original inhabitants. But little Mălâncrav, 13km south of the Mediaş–Sighişoara highway, is said to have the highest proportion of ethnic Saxons of any village in the region. Villagers still greet each other with ‘Grüss Gott’ (a German expression for ‘Good day’) and most buildings are faithfully maintained in Saxon style. The fortified church houses vast frescoes that are among the finest in Transylvania (some dating from 1375 to 1405), plus a well preserved altarpiece dating to 1520.
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Via Transilvanica (Mediaş)TIME FROM SIGHIşOARA: 40 MINS [image: img]

Hiking & Horse Carts

The long-distance Via Transilvanica (viatransilvanica.com) hiking trail crosses through Saxon land as it makes it way toward Sighişoara. The trail links the city of Mediaş with the farming village of Richiş, with its own splendid 14th-century Gothic church, before turning northward toward Biertan and beyond. Guesthouses, including Viscri 125 in the village of Viscri, can often help to arrange activities like horse-cart rides and visits to local craftsmen, like brickmakers and blacksmiths.


FINDING A BALANCE

Beautifully renovated Saxon villages, like Viscri and Biertan, have become poster children for the intrinsic appeal of this part of Transylvania and the still-untapped immense potential for tourism throughout Romania. The work of groups like the Mihai Eminescu Foundation (mihaieminescutrust.ro) and the King’s Foundation Romania (kings-foundation.org) has been instrumental in preserving the heritage of the former Saxon lands and for promoting sustainable practices. That said, increased tourism to the region has pushed up land and housing prices and led to an increase in luxury retreats, leaving many wondering whether a balance can be struck between accommodating the growing number of tourists here with the needs of local people for affordable living conditions.





Székely Land

Hungarian heritage | spas & baths
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North and east of Braşov and Sighişoara, the Transylvanian plateau unfolds eastwards to meet the Carpathian Mountains. This large area, Székely Land (Székelyföld), is home to a mainly Hungarian-speaking enclave of descendants of an ancient people who once guarded the eastern frontier of the Hungarian kingdom. In modern-day Romania’s fascinating ethnic tapestry, Romanian town names and signs suddenly switch over to bilingual ones (or, occasionally, Hungarian-only). The outlying villages of Harghita, Covasna and parts of Mureș county are equally as timeless and charming as their counterparts in the rest of Transylvania, but perhaps without some of the Saxons’ historic emphasis on order (or lavish assistance from international development NGOs). Lively cultural centres like Târgu Mureş (Marosvásárhely in Hungarian), with its population split between Romanian and Hungarian speakers, and Sfântu Gheorghe (Sepsiszentgyörgy) have excellent museums. Quintessential experiences include soaking in mineral-rich waters, perhaps at Sovata’s ‘Dead Sea’ or at a glossy spa in Băile Tuşnad.


GETTING AROUND

Trains and buses connect the larger towns and cities, such as Sfântu Gheorghe, Târgu Mureş and Gheorgheni, but the greatest delights of Székely Land – salty lakes and spas, village life, folksy village restaurants – are in the countryside, and most easily visited by car. Several sights, including the Praid salt mine and Sovata, can be accessed on foot via the Via Transilvanica long-distance hiking trail.
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The real highlights of Székely Land are the small villages, where traditional life, facing encroaching modernisation, hangs on by a thread. One of the best drives to glimpse this countryside follows Hwy 13A, which runs westwards from Miercurea Ciuc to Odorheiu Secuiesc and north through the village of Corund to Sovata.



Relax at Praid & Sovata

Salt mine, salty lake

The villages of Praid and Sovata, 60km east of Târgu Mureș, offer several interesting attractions connected to salt, including an enormous salt mine, saline-based wellness treatments and spa resorts. The mine at Praid (Salina Praid; salinapraid.ro) is open to visitors via a harrowing bus ride and climb down into the mine. Bring a jacket as the temperature remains a constant 16°C. The underground world is slightly surreal, but is paradise for kids, with ping-pong tables and climbing areas. In summer combine a visit with a swim in a big, salty outdoor pool.

Some 10km north of Praid, at Bear Lake (Lacul Ursu) in Sovata, bathers ease achey bodies into warm, salty water. Some dub it Transylvania’s ‘Dead Sea’, though you won’t feel quite as buoyant in these caramel-coloured waters. The surrounding area retains a nostalgic, spa-town feel, with faded villas lining the road.

See Târgu Mureş’s Riotous Cultural Palace

Eye-catching Art Nouveau

Târgu Mureş (Marosvásárhely) is the largest and most important city in Székely Land and a good spot to put in for the night. Start off at central Trandafirilor Square (Piaţa Trandafirilor), which preens with statues, cathedrals and the ornate Art Nouveau Palace of Culture (Palatul Culturii). Built between 1911 and 1913, the palace harbours busts and glass portraits of composers, glinting chandeliers, Carrara marble stairways, mirrors imported from Venice, a regally decorated concert hall, and display rooms on local history and art. The highlight is the Hall of Mirrors (Sala Oglinzi), where Székely village life and dark fairytales are immortalised in stained glass. The Ethnographic Museum (Muzeul de Etnografie și Artă Populară) is another worthwhile stop. Housed in an 18th-century baroque palace of the noble Toldalagi family, the museum is furnished with great attention to period detail. Vintage coats on hooks and discarded antique teacups allow you to imagine the people portrayed at the museum have only just left the room.

Visit Székely National Museum

Székely history and culture in Sfântu Gheorghe

Sfântu Gheorghe (Sepsiszentgyörgy in Hungarian), 32km north of Braşov, is an attractive city with a big urban park, fringed with Habsburg buildings and pleasant cafes. The Székely National Museum (Muzeul Național Secuiesc; sznm.ro) shows off wide-ranging exhibitions on natural and local history, Székely crafts and costumes, plus displays of archaeological discoveries from around the region. There’s also a library with the oldest surviving Hungarian-language version of the Bible. The building holding these varied exhibitions is itself a masterpiece, in the style of a fortified church with colourfully tiled spiked roofs; it was designed by leading Hungarian architect Kós Károly between 1911 and 1912.


SZéKELY ORIGINS

Debates rage as to whether the Székely people are descendants of the Huns, who arrived in the 5th century, or whether they are ethnic Magyars (Hungarians), who accompanied Attila the Hun on his campaigns. Three ‘nations’ were recognised in medieval Transylvania: the Székelys, the Saxons and the Romanian nobles. Following Transylvania’s transfer from Hungarian to Romanian control after WWI, 200,000 Hungarians – a quarter of whom were Székelys – fled to Hungary. Relations between ethnic Hungarians and Romanians today are mainly peaceful, though many Hungarians say they feel like underdogs in society, and flare-ups occur from time to time.



Bathe at Băile Tuşnad 

Old-school spa town

Known as ‘Transylvania’s pearl’, dainty Băile Tuşnad lies hidden among the volcano-made Harghita Mountains, 40km north of Sfântu Gheorghe. Its heart is tiny Lake Ciucaş (Lacul Ciucaş), fringed by tall evergreens with invigorating spas close to its shore. Legends say in 1842 a shepherd boy’s festering ulcers were cured with a splash of Băile Tuşnad’s water. An industry took off only a few years later, bottling these salty, thermally warmed waters and using them to target ailments like paleness, nerves and rheumatic trouble.

Beyond simmering in salty water, Băile Tuşnad has walking trails in bracing, pine-scented air. It’s also a good base to visit remote, volcanic St Anne’s Lake, 24km southeast by road.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN SZéKELY LAND

Balvanyos Resort

Beautiful, remote mountain spa resort near St Anne’s Lake. On Hwy 11C, 18km southeast of Băile Tuşnad. €€€

B The Hotel

Shiny new Sfântu Gheorghe business hotel with comfy beds and delicious breakfast. €€

Atlantic Boutique

Spick-and-span boutique with a lovely garden a few minutes’ walk from the centre of Târgu Mureş. €€

Hotel Crystal Wellness & Spa

Renovated spa hotel in Sovata with saunas, pools and aquatic activities for kids. €€

Count Kálnoky’s Guesthouse

Resplendent cottage accommodation on the grounds of a restored Hungarian manor in Micloṣoara. €€€

Zabola Estate

Romantic getaway on an old Székely manor house’s grounds in Zăbala. €€€



WHERE TO EAT IN SZÉKELY LAND

Laci Csárda

Striking restaurant in Târgu Mureş preparing heaving platefuls of nourishing Hungarian fare. €€

Szentgyörgy Pince

Excellent restaurant within an old wine cellar in Sfântu Gheorghe. Find the entrance in the back courtyard. €€

Basa Fogadó

In Borzont, 15km west of Gheorgheni, this 19th-century inn offers delicious Székely cooking, chicken stew and more. €€



Făgăraş Mountains

Alpine hikes | Adrenaline-fuelled motorway
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The rocky Făgăraş chain runs due west of Brasov for about 50km and is the most rugged and remote of all Romania’s ranges. It’s home to the country’s tallest peak, Moldoveanu (2544m), and marks an important geographic and historic boundary between Transylvania in the north and Wallachia to the south. The mountains are laced with hiking trails of moderate to advanced difficulty and sprinkled with mountain chalets and unstaffed huts to allow hikers to break up journeys over several days. The most popular activity in these parts is to drive the mighty Transfăgărăşan Road, which incredibly traverses these tall peaks. Construction of the expensive stretch of roadway was long derided as a Ceauşescu-era white elephant, but the highway has found new life as a tourist attraction. Whether out on the trails, or simply gripping the steering wheel, this is one place to be mindful of wild bears, which pose a potential safety hazard.


GETTING AROUND

Drivers rule in the Făgăraş Mountains. The main draws are the Transfăgărăşan Road and poorly connected Sâmbăta, so private transport is a must. The main public-transport hub is Făgăraş town, around 13km east of Sâmbăta and 25km east of the start of the Transfăgărăşan Road. Buses and maxitaxis pass Făgăraş from Braşov on their way to Sibiu. By train you can reach Făgăraş from Braşov, Sibiu and Bucharest.
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Many visitors tackle the Transfăgărăşan Road as a day drive out and back, but it’s more fun to arrange an overnight stay at one of the cabanas on Lake Bâlea. The area has a couple of gorgeous high-altitude loop hikes and the setting beside the glacial lake is unbeatable.



Hiking in the Făgăraş Mountains

Romania’s most challenging range

There are literally dozens of hikes to choose from in the Făgăraş Mountains, but many of the most popular walks start from Lake Bâlea, along the Transfăgărăşan Road, or from the town of Victoria, on the range’s northeastern side. Depending on the length of hike, bring along a tent and insulated sleeping bag, as well as plenty of water, sunscreen and provisions. These are serious mountains, and routes can get technical, so always seek out advice from experienced hikers and choose trails consistent with your skills. Note some higher-elevation trails can be covered in ice as late as June. July and August are the best months for hiking. You’ll generally find free spots to shelter at unstaffed refuges, but book any beds in staffed cabanas or mountain hotels in advance to avoid disappointment.

Starting from Lake Bâlea, one of the most popular trails of moderate difficulty follows a loop to Curmătura Bâlei, Iezerul Caprei (2418m), Capra Pass (Șaua Caprei) and Capra Lake, before returning to Lake Bâlea. The circuit takes around three to four hours. A more challenging route from Lake Bâlea follows a blue-triangle-marked trail for around three hours to the Vaiuga Pass (Șaua Vaiuga).

Starting in Victoria, a moderately difficult hike follows a red triangle south for eight to nine hours through the Arpaș Valley up to the pretty, high-altitude Cabana Podragu (2136m). From Victoria, head out first to the west along a forest road for the Cab Arpaș mountain hut. Keep track of the red triangle marker that eventually leads to a winding climb up to Podragu Creek. The trail follows a series of summits, before leading up to the rustic Cabana Turnuri (1520m). From here, the route continues up to the Cabana Podragu. Be sure to check out nearby Lake Podragu for some beautiful views.

Several private travel companies offer guided walks in the Făgăraş Mountains. Romanian Friend (romanianfriend.com), for example, runs expeditions to the peaks on trips lasting one to three days, beginning in Sibiu or Braşov, and guided trips along the Transfăgărăşan Road.

Invincible Făgăraş Citadel

The real Iron Maiden

Făgăraş Citadel, in Făgăraş town, enjoys a reputation as Transylvania’s strongest, and meanest, fortress. The oldest part of this mighty citadel is the 14th-century Red Tower, with impenetrable 3m-thick walls. Built over a 12th-century wooden fortress razed to the ground by Tatars, the citadel began to take shape in 1310. In parts of the complex, two walls run parallel, creating a barrier 8m thick. The citadel is home to a grisly torture chamber that included a brutal Iron Maiden: a locked iron chamber where victims were pierced to shreds by sharp spikes (though the Iron Maiden here was likely never used). Don’t miss the Black Tower, which first belonged to Wallachia’s early rulers, Mircea cel Bătrân and stake-loving Vlad Țepeș, before being completed by Prince Stefan Báthory in the 16th century. The courtyard museum traces the region’s history from 4000-year-old pottery fragments via medieval suits of armour to recent centuries.
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HISTORY OF THE TRANSFăGăRăşAN

The Transfăgărăşan Road is easily the country’s most famous highway and is considered by many the world’s greatest road. Climbing to a height of over 2000m, the drive provides an unforgettable experience behind the wheel. The road was built in the ’70s over just four years. Nearly 40 soldiers died during the hasty construction. At first glance, the location (essentially running from nowhere to nowhere) makes little sense, though the road originally served a military purpose. Nicolae Ceaușescu thought it prudent to secure a crossing over the Carpathians in case Romania were to fall afoul of the Soviet Union.





A Thrilling Road Trip

[image: jpg]

The Transfăgărăşan Road (Hwy 7C) is Romania’s most exciting strip of asphalt. Along stretches you’re hemmed in by sharp cliffs and forest. After a few twists and turns, these give way to breathtaking mountain views. The road is normally accessed from the northern end, though it’s possible to approach from the southern side. Note that parts of the road may be closed from October to May. This trip takes you through the most exciting sections, with the option to carry on to Curtea de Argeş if you’d like. Start from the 1 northern terminus at Hwy 1/E68 and proceed south. Things get interesting at Km 12, when the road begins a series of jagged turns through the forest. As you climb, the trees thin, replaced by unfolding views of sheer rock face. By Km 20, your ears are popping. At Km 22, you arrive at a point overlooking the 2 Bâlea Waterfalls. The 360-degree views here are stunning: walls of mountains surround the area, and the distant waterfalls’ slash of white appears like a lightning bolt in a grey sky. At a car park find the 3 Cabana Bâlea Cascadă as well as the Telecabina Bâlea, a cable car that whisks you up to views over Lake Bâlea. Back in the car, the next 13km cuts through a maze of razor-sharp zigzags hanging over precipices, framing breathtaking views, up to Lake Bâlea. The 4 Cabana Bâlea Lac offers overnight stays and a meal. End the trip here or continue south toward Curtea de Argeş. After an 887m-long 5 tunnel through rock, the road descends through the pretty Argeş Valley, where it hugs the shores of picturesque Lake Vidraru. Beyond the lake is the 6 Poienari Citadel.



Visit a Lipizzaner Stud Farm

Breeding of rare horses

Horse lovers will want to stop in at the Herghelia Lipizzaner stud farm in Sâmbăta de Jos, situated along Hwy E68 west of Făgăraş town, where the lineage of the horses can be traced back to the original Lipizzaner breeding grounds in Slovenia. Visitors can tour the stables and admire the horses, the same breed that delights visitors at Vienna’s Spanish Riding School. The setting couldn’t be lovelier: a late-18th-century castle, built by Sibiu’s Brukenthal family and framed by the backdrop of the Făgăraş Mountains.


BEST PLACES TO STAY AROUND THE FăGăRAş MOUNTAINS

Cabana Bâlea Lac

Pretty mountain retreat next to a glacial lake. Reachable by car in warm weather via the Transfăgărăşan Road. €€

Cabana Bâlea Cascadă

Mountain lodge along the Transfăgărăşan Road, near the Lake Bâlea cable car. Basic rooms with dreamy mountain views. €

Cabana Podragu

Stone building offering simple accommodation in a lovely, remote spot next to Lake Podragu. €

Hotelul de Gheață Bâlea Lac

Every winter this ice hotel on Lake Bâlea is built anew from ice blocks cut from the lake. €€

Cincșor Guesthouses

Luxury guesthouse accommodation in Cincșor village, north of Sâmbăta de Jos. €€



WHERE TO EAT IN THE FĂGĂRAŞ MOUNTAINS

Cabana Bâlea Lac

An attractive mountain lodge’s restaurant with a seasonal menu of soups, cheese plates and mushroom stews. €€

La Fritz

Decent lunch option in Făgăraş offering mainly international dishes (pastas, burgers, chicken and pork). €€

La Dolceria Boutique

Delicious cakes, pastries and chocolates, plus coffee and ice cream, in the centre of Făgăraş town. €

A Fairytale Sandcastle

Instagrammable whimsy

The zany Clay Castle of Pixie Valley (Castelul de Lut Valea Zânelor) is worth a stopover to admire (and, yeah, photograph) this sprawling two-level, 10-room castle crafted by hand from clay, sand and pure whimsy. The sandcastle was the brainchild of a young couple from Bucharest who wanted to create something organic on the banks of the tiny Porumbacu River. There’s not much to do here aside from admire the shape-shifting architecture (the interior is closed to the public), have a meal or buy some handmade souvenirs. The complex is west of Sâmbăta, along Hwy E68, on the approach to Sibiu.
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Spiritual Healing at Șinca Veche Cave

Cave sanctuary

If you’ve got your own wheels, take a detour to the remote, mysterious Șinca Veche Cave & Monastery (Mănăstirea Rupestră Șinca Veche; sincaveche.ro), located 30km southeast of Făgăraş town along Hwy E68 (1km south of Șinca Veche village). The cave has served as a sanctuary for those seeking spiritual healing for 7000 years, though it’s not clear who originally carved out the space or for what purpose. Natural light pours through an opening in the ceiling of a cave-shrine; the faithful arrive to stand within this simple grotto, bathe in its healing light and pray. A short walk from the grotto is a tranquil monastery, comprises nine rooms. You can visit the outbuildings and church, but dress modestly and respect the quiet.


RELIGIOUS FAULT LINES

The Carpathians trace out not just important historical political and ethnic boundaries, but religious ones too.

Over the centuries, the Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox churches all staked claims here. Near Sâmbăta de Jos, below the village of Sâmbăta de Sus, the stately Brâncoveanu Monastery – still a working monastery – was built in the late 17th century by Wallachian prince Constantin Brâncoveanu (1688–1714) to support the region’s Orthodox believers.

About 25km west of Sâmbăta de Jos, in the village of Cârţa, are the ruins of an old Cistercian abbey from the 13th century. The Catholic order was brought to Transylvania by the Hungarian rulers to anchor the faith along the old borderlands.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR THE FĂGĂRAŞ MOUNTAINS

Porumbacu Treehouse

Self-contained, raised bungalows (‘treehouses’) in a wooded riverside area near the Clay Castle of Pixie Valley. €€

Casa Marta

Agreeable pension 250m from the Brâncoveanu Monastery; spartan rooms and a peaceful garden. €

White House

Ideal overnighter in Făgăraş town, close to Hwy E68. Clean, spacious rooms, parking and hearty breakfast buffets. €€



Sibiu

Cutting-edge culture | Rural folkways
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Sibiu is the coolest Romanian city you’ve maybe never heard of. The formal capital of Saxon-dominated Transylvania (still proudly wearing its Saxon name of Hermannstadt) broke onto the international scene in 2007 when it became the first Romanian city to host the EU’s ‘Capital of Culture’. That designation forced city authorities to get their act together, fixing streetlights and renovating buildings. They assembled a dazzling cultural programme that year and since then the city has gone from strength to strength, hosting festivals of opera, theatre and film, as well as rock, jazz and more. It’s an undeniably beautiful place. Noble Saxon history emanates from every Art Nouveau facade and gold-embossed church. Beyond the grand architecture and culture, Sibiu also has a good dose of bohemian flair. Houses with distinctive eyelid-shaped windows (imagine a benign Amityville Horror house) watch over a cast of artists and buskers below, while cafes and bars inhabit brick-walled cellars.


GETTING AROUND

Central Sibiu is walkable. Car traffic is restricted in much of the centre. The main bus and train stations are a 15-minutes walk east of the centre.

Sibiu has direct train connections to Braşov, Bucharest, Sighişoara and Timişoara. The city lies on the main E81 motorway, about five hours’ drive from Bucharest, depending on traffic. Sibiu International Airport (sibiuairport.ro), 5km west of the city centre, has flights to Vienna, London and several German cities.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Bridge of Lies

2 Brukenthal Palace

3 Carpenters’ Tower

4 Council Tower

5 Haller Bastion

6 History Museum

7 Natural History Museum

8 Pharmacy Museum

9 Potters’ Tower

10 Roman Catholic Cathedral

11 St Mary’s Evangelical Church

INFORMATION

12 Tourist Information Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

The main sights are grouped on three main squares: Piaţa Mare (Large Square), Piaţa Mică (Small Square) and Piaţa Huet (Huet Square). The city is best explored one square at a time. Don’t miss the trendy Lower Town, home to bars and restaurants. A stairway leads down to this area behind Piaţa Huet.



Stroll Expansive Piaţa Mare

Central square and art museum

Simply strolling is the best way to take in Sibiu’s highlights. Start out at Piaţa Mare (Large Square). This enormous square was laid out in the 14th century as a market – and later used for public executions (among other things). It’s dominated by the Roman Catholic Cathedral (Biserica Romano-Catolică Sfânta Treime), built in baroque style from 1726 to 1738. The interior gleams with gold decoration and bright frescoes. The Brukenthal Palace (Palatul Brukenthal; brukenthalmuseum.ro), at Piaţa Mare 5, is the most important building. It once served as the residence of Transylvanian governor Samuel von Brukenthal (1721–1803) and now exhibits European art from the 15th to 18th centuries. The most valuable works include a 16th-century painting by the German Renaissance master Lucas Cranach the Elder and one of the Flemish painter Pieter Brueghel’s busy winter landscapes – but glimpsing the interior is the main attraction.

Not far from Piaţa Mare, the History Museum (Muzeul de Istorie; brukenthalmuseum.ro) goes deep into the town’s origins, with illuminating exhibitions about the Saxon guilds and local handicrafts. The pretty Banca Agricolă building at Piaţa Mare 2, in Art Nouveau style, houses the Tourist Information Centre. An archway through the iconic Council Tower links Piaţa Mare with smaller Piaţa Mică.

WHERE TO STAY IN SIBIU

B13 Hostel

Popular, well run hostel with a great central location on the main pedestrian strolling street. €

Art Hotel

Handsome boutique, perfectly situated in the trendy Lower Town just minutes from the main sights. €€

Rosen Villa Sibiu

High-end guesthouse in a quiet residential neighbourhood, within walking distance of the train and bus stations. €€

Move on to Piaţa Mică

Restaurants and cafes

After sprawling Piaţa Mare, Piaţa Mică (Small Square) immediately feels homier and more manageable. The square is lined with decent restaurants and cafes. Make a note to return at night, when the lighting gives the place a fairytale feel. Aside from enjoying a coffee on the square, there are few must-sees. The Pharmacy Museum (Muzeul de Istorie a Farmaciei; brukenthalmuseum.ro) at Piaţa Mică 26 is dry but provides interesting insights into the ways microscopes, mortars and pestles and shudder-inducing suppository moulding kits were once used. The museum’s setting is appropriate: the building dates from the 16th century. The Bridge of Lies (Podul Minciunilor), an innocent-looking 19th-century iron bridge at the square’s northern end, is filled with legend. Depending on whom you ask, the name stems either from the dishonest merchants who once met here or young lovers swearing their undying affection (or virginity). If you tell a lie upon it, it’s supposed to creak.
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BEST FESTIVALS IN SIBIU

Sibiu International Theatre Festival (FITS)

Arguably the most prominent performing arts festival in Romania, attracting touring groups from all over the world (midsummer; sibfest.ro).

Artmania Rock Festival

A raucous rock and metal line-up gets the stage vibrating at this annual music festival (late summer; artmaniafestival.ro).

Sibiu Jazz Festival

The town becomes awash in smouldering sounds, with open-air jazz parades, jam sessions and performances in intimate venues (August; sibiujazz.eu).

Focus in the Park

Lively jam of alternative music and street food at Sub Arini park (August; focus-agency.ro).

International Astra Film Festival

This respected film festival shines a spotlight on Romanian and regional documentary filmmakers (October; astrafilm.ro).



WHERE TO EAT IN SIBIU

Crama Sibiul Vechi

Sibiu’s most evocative restaurant, with fare such as cheese croquettes, meatballs and peasant’s stew with polenta. €€

Kulinarium

The best of several restaurants lining Piața Mică, serving smoky Austrian sausages, spinach soup with quail eggs, and more. €€

La Cuptor

High-quality Romanian cooking using traditional (updated) recipes and carefully sourced ingredientes. €€€

Weinkeller

Romantic alleyway behind St Mary’s featuring traditional Romanian mains and Transylvanian wines. €€

Kombinat Gastro-Brewery

Casual spot with an industrial vibe, featuring local ingredients and traditional dishes with a modern spin. €€

Pardon Cafe & Bistro

Delightful hideaway by the city walls that’s happily cluttered with antiques. Outdoor seating looks to the watchtowers. €€

Don’t Miss Piaţa Huet

Grand cathedral

Tiny Piaţa Huet, to the west of Piaţa Mică, is dominated by the city’s pride and joy: St Mary’s Evangelical Cathedral (Catedrala Evanghelică Sfânta Maria). Sibiu’s Gothic centrepiece rises more than 73m over the Old Town. Don’t miss climbing the tower (200 steps) for the city’s best panorama. While inside, marvel at ghoulish stone skeletons, 17th-century tombs and the largest organ in Romania, all framed by a magnificent arched ceiling. Built in stages from the mid-1300s to 1520, the church was planted atop the site of an older 12th-century sanctuary. The tomb of Mihnea Vodă cel Rău (Prince Mihnea the Evildoer), son of Vlad Ţepeş, is behind the organ. The prince was murdered in front of the church in 1510. A wall at the western side of the square offers stirring views out over the Lower Town below. Behind the church, find a set of steps, Str Turnului, that leads down to this seemingly forgotten part of the city that still feels part of Sibiu’s medieval past (and is also home to some good restaurants and bars).

See Sibiu’s Mighty Fortifications

Medieval town walls

Sibiu boasts one of Romania’s best-preserved medieval fortification systems and features 39 towers. As was the custom, each tower was carefully watched over for any sign of the enemy by a different guild. The oldest walls, along Str Cetăţii, date from the 14th century and include the Potters’ Tower (Turnul Olarilor) and Carpenters’ Tower (Turnul Dulgherilor), leading to the site of today’s Natural History Museum (Muzeul de Istorie Naturală; brukenthalmuseum.ro). If you’ve got kids in tow, the museum is worth a look for the (admittedly cool) dinosaur garden, the remains of a cave bear from 40,000 years ago and a woolly rhino skull.

Further along is the Haller Bastion (Bastionul Haller), named for a 16th-century mayor of Sibiu. This building is associated with a grisly period of town history when Sibiu was struck by the plague. Holes were bored through the walls to enable corpses to be evacuated quickly. Meanwhile, back at the Old Town and fortifications, check out the impressive Council Tower (Turnul Sfatului). First built in the 13th century, the tower served as grain store, prison and watchtower. You can climb the tower, but in our opinion the view from St Mary’s is better.


FROM ROMAN VILLAGE TO SAXON CENTRE

Sibiu traces its roots to Roman times, when it was known as Cibinium. The city rose to its peak influence during the Saxon period, when it boasted some 19 guilds (each representing a different craft), within sturdy city walls protected by 39 towers and four bastions.

The Habsburgs ruled Transylvania from here between 1692 and 1791 and again from 1849 to 1867, when Sibiu served as the seat of the Austrian governors. In the late years (1987–89) of the Nicolae Ceaușescu dictatorship, Sibiu was home to Ceaușescu’s son and heir-apparent, Nicu. The city is also the birthplace of Romanian president Klaus Iohannis, who served as city mayor here until 2014, when he succeeded Traian Băsescu as president.



WHERE TO DRINK IN SIBIU

Cafe Wien

As you might expect from the name, this quaint coffeehouse is the spot to enjoy coffee and cake.

House of Ellixirz

Classic cocktails, just off the staircase behind Piaţa Huet leading into the Lower Town.

Oldies Pub

Beloved local pub with a big stage and live music. Check out their Facebook page for events.



Beyond Sibiu
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History lives on in the form of pastoral Romanian villages and old Saxon churches, while the Cindrels offer skiing, hiking and cycling.


After you’ve been hypnotised by Sibiu’s smart dining scene and heady nightlife, venture a few short kilometres into the city’s hinterland – the Mărginimea Sibiului (the Borders of Sibiu) – to find a Transylvania of centuries past. In these rural hamlets, backed up against the Cindrel Mountains, traditional livelihoods, like shepherding, and crafts, such as woodworking and icon painting, continue to thrive. Sibiel’s glass icons are an especially lovely example of the region’s handicrafts. Learn about these rural traditions at the nearby ASTRA open-air ethnographic museum. The Cindrel Mountains are an underrated hiking destination. Head to Păltiniş to access the trails and to find other outdoor activities like skiing and mountain biking.

Places

Muzeul ASTRA

Sibiel

Cindrel Mountains

Cisnădie & Around

Arena Platoș Pătiniș


GETTING AROUND

The ASTRA National Museum Complex is reachable from Sibiu by city bus 13. You can get to Sibiel by train, though you’ll need a car to get to the smaller villages of the Mărginimea Sibiului and to some of the trailheads for hiking in the Cindrel Mountains. Păltiniş is 35km south and west of Sibiu, along Route 106A. It’s accessible by bus from Sibiu.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Consider overnighting in Păltiniş, which boasts a bounty of beautiful, high-end spa hotels, many in traditional inns with mountain views.



Muzeul ASTRA TIME FROM SIBIU: 15 MINS [image: img]

Europe’s Largest Skansen

The ASTRA National Museum Complex (Complexul Național Muzeal ASTRA), 5km south of Sibiu, claims to be both Romania’s and Europe’s largest outdoor ethnographic museum, and as it covers a whopping 96 hectares, who are we to argue with that? Even if ethnography or folkways are not your thing, it’s worth spending a few hours here to marvel in the diversity of cultures that have lived and thrived in the territory of modern-day Romania. The heart of the museum is the immense open-air exhibition space, where churches, water mills, inns, forges, wineries, farmhouses and traditional homes have been lovingly reconstructed to show off the diversity and ingenuity of traditional cultures. The collections are strongest with respect to Transylvania’s ethnic-Romanian and Saxon ethnography, but village artefacts from around the country have been assembled here. A former Lippovani (Old Believer) house from Mahmudia, in the Danube Delta, recreates the life of local fishermen. A more modern two-storey home from Gorj county, in the south, displays that area’s traditional weaving and potting skills. In summer, ASTRA hosts numerous fairs, dance workshops and musical performances, so it’s worthwhile checking its website for events. There’s also a nice gift shop and a restaurant with creek-side bench seats.

SibielTIME FROM SIBIU: 25 MINS [image: img]

Painted Icons, Traditional Villages

The area west of Sibiu, part of the Mărginimea Sibiului, is particularly rich in tradition and natural beauty. You’ll spot a hint of fairytale menace in the village of Sibiel, with its stark contrast of rainbow-coloured, well tended houses surrounded by deep forest. The main draw here is the Zosim Oancea Glass Icons Museum (Muzeul de icoane pe sticlă Pr Zosim Oancea) of painted icons. Unlike the more sombre wooden icons you’ll see elsewhere in Romania, these religious images were painted using a 300-year-old method on the back of the glass, with gold-leaf decoration stuck down using egg whites and garlic. The collection is the work of the 20th-century priest, Zosim Oancea, who spent years in jail for speaking out against communism. Proud St Georges, tearful Virgin Marys and allegorical Bible scenes are among the 700 icons displayed across two floors. Just behind the museum, the 18th-century Holy Trinity Church (Biserica Sfânta Treime) has a finely frescoed interior and an atmospheric graveyard.

To see more of the area, from Sibiel, head 6km north to Sălişte, a quaint village with a strong shepherd tradition. This is considered the centre of Mărginimea Sibiului culture. Festivals here still feature the region’s traditional black-and-white dress.
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Cindrel Mountains (Păltiniş)TIME FROM SIBIU: 50 MINS [image: img]

Crossing the Peaks

The Cindrel Mountains, part of the Southern Carpathian chain, rise to the southwest of Sibiu. Several well marked trails cut across the range, topped by Mt Cindrel (2244m) and Mt Frumoasa (2170m), which shelter two large glacial lakes.

The trails can be tackled as a one-day out-and-back or as part of a longer multiday hike. Some of the best trails start from Păltiniş; pick up maps from the Tourist Information Centre here (it also displays a big hiking map on the outside wall). Other popular departure points include from the Statie Telescaun chairlift, 3km south of Păltiniş, and from Sibiel. Don’t forget to wear layers, bring water and leave details of your route with a local. In emergencies, call Salvamont (0725-826 668; 0salvamont.org).


THE BORDERS OF SIBIU

The 18 villages south and east of Sibiu, known collectively as the Mărginimea Sibiului (the Borders of Sibiu), share a unique cultural heritage. These traditionally Romanian hamlets emerged in the 14th and 15th centuries as increasing Saxon settlement pushed existing populations into the hinterlands. Here they took up vocations like leather-working and herding sheep – practices still very much in evidence today.

The old ‘shepherd roads’ stretched south beyond the Carpathians and allowed Romanian populations on both sides of the mountains to remain in contact. Sălişte is considered the centre of the region’s culture, but other important villages include Vale, Tilişca, Rod, Poiana Sibiului and Jina. Discover Eco-Romania (eco-romania.ro) offers guided tours of the region from Sibiu.



Cisnădie & AroundTIME FROM SIBIU: 20 MINS [image: img]

Charming Saxon Fortresses

Following Hwy 106D south of Sibiu brings you to two former Saxon settlements, Cisnădie and Cisnădioara. Though the Saxon populations have mostly emptied out, both places retain much of their original atmosphere. The highlight of Cisnădie is the fortified Evangelical Church (Biserica Evanghelică), kept safe by a double perimeter wall that was built in the late 15th century after the town came under assault from the Ottoman Turks. The fortification system is perhaps more impressive than the church within, though there are florally decorated pews and religious paintings to admire, plus a lovely iconostasis.

In nearby Cisnădioara, 5km southwest of Cisnădie, hike up the hill to see the remains of the fortified Romanesque St Michael’s Church (Biserica Fortificată Sfântul Mihail). Dating to the early 13th century, it’s one of the oldest of its kind in the country and the views up here are spectacular. Carry on further west to the small town of Răşinari, in the foothills of the Cindrel Mountains, to find a charming Ethnographic Museum (Muzeul Etnografic) dedicated to rural life. More than 1500 items are on display, including ceramics, pottery, painted furniture and an 18th-century stove.


BEST WALKS IN THE CINDREL MOUNTAINS

Păltiniş to Cabana Fântânele

From Păltiniş, a moderately difficult trail heads northeast through the Cibin Gorges to the eastern edge of Gura Râului Lake, then climbs to the former Cabana Fântânele. The hike covers 20km and takes seven hours.

Păltiniș to Cabana Oaşa

Superfit alpinists can follow the trail southwest for 35km from the Statie Telescaun chairlift to Cabana Oaşa. The route passes the Bătrâna Saddle, Cânaia Saddle, Cindrel Peak and Frumoasa Peak before ending at Lake Oaşa.

Sibiel to Cetatea Salgo (return)

From Sibiel, take a relatively easy 2½-hour walk to the ruined walls of the Cetatea Salgo. This route is 8km return.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND SIBIU

Palatul Brukenthal Avrig

The 18th-century summer residence of former Transylvanian governor Samuel von Brukenthal. €€€

Pensiunea Mioritică

A cosy idyll, near the forest, with a lush garden and a burbling stream. In Sibiel. €€

Pensiunea Apfelhaus

Festive Cisnădioara pension with comfy rooms, a decent restaurant and holiday touches like mini-golf. €€

Arena Platoș PăltinișTIME FROM SIBIU: 40 MINS [image: img]

Go Skiing & Mountain Biking

Arena Platoș Păltiniș (paltinisarena.ro), 35km southwest of Sibiu, is a popular year-round mountain resort. In winter, six ski runs, aimed at beginners and intermediate skiers, plus night skiing, draw big crowds, especially on weekends. You can also rent equipment here. In warm weather, several marked cross-country and downhill cycling trails, plus bobsleds and go-karts, lure thrill-seekers. A separate chairlift, Statie Telescaun, operating throughout the year, is 3km south of Pătiniș village.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN PăLTINIş

Castelnor Hotel & SPA

Luxury property with gorgeous mountain views and indoor/outdoor swimming pools. €€€

Hotel Cindrel

From the pool and spa centre, the Cindrel has plenty of options for whiling away bad-weather days. It’s 500m from the ski lifts. €€

Curmătura Ştezii

Modern guesthouse with a chalet feel, on the road from Păltiniş to Rășinari (about 3km west of the latter). €€

Pensiune Rara Păltiniş

Snug, good-value pension, situated close to the main skiing and biking resort. €€

Vila Stefana Păltiniş

Lots of traditional wooden details and pretty mountain views from the balcony. €€



WHERE TO EAT AROUND SIBIU

Jacob Grillhouse

Highly recommended steaks and grills, plus a nice terrace, 2km north of the ASTRA entrance. €€

Trattoria dei Fiori

This very good pizzeria is a lunchtime lifesaver in Cisnădie. €

Pensiune Restaurant Mărginimea Sibiului

Decent Romanian food in an area with few options. Near Fântânele. €€



Alba Iulia

Breathtaking architecture | Romanian heritage
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Alba Iulia is Romania’s ‘spiritual capital’. It was here, on two occasions, in 1600 and 1918, that the nation announced with great fanfare the union of Transylvania (with the traditional Romanian lands of Wallachia and Moldavia). The latter date, 1 December 1918, is still celebrated as Romania’s National Day. The crowning jewel is the city’s magnificent baroque fortress, the Alba Carolina Citadel, built in the early 18th century by the ruling Habsburg monarchy. The fortress, modelled on the Vauban style, was cutting edge for its day; its thick external walls form a heptagonal star shape, surrounded by moats, with bastions at the points. It’s an immense space, perfect for ambling about, that encloses grand monuments and museums, glittering churches and archaeological treasures. The Habsburg fortress was built over two existing fortresses: an important Roman garrison from the 3rd century CE called Apulum and a later medieval fortress known as Bălgrad.


GETTING AROUND

The citadel is largely closed to car traffic (though cars can access and park at the Hotel Medieval), so walking is the best way of getting around. Several companies within the citadel rent bikes and electric scooters. Alba Iulia is on major bus and train lines. Daily trains run to Cluj-Napoca, Deva, Timişoara and Sibiu, among other cities.



[image: map]


EXPERIENCES

1 Alba Carolina Citadel

2 Coronation Cathedral

3 Former Princely Palace

4 Muzeul Principia

5 National Union Museum

6 St Michael’s Cathedral

7 Union Hall




[image: ] TOP TIP

Most visitors tour the fortress in the bright summer sunshine, but be sure to return at night when the citadel really comes into its own. The fortress walls are floodlit in the Romanian national colours of red, blue and yellow, and flattering stage lighting gives baroque statuary on the bastions star treatment.



Visit Alba Iulia’s Two Cathedrals

Grand Orthodox and Catholic buildings

Alba Iulia’s citadel is home to two major cathedrals: one Roman Catholic, the other Orthodox Christian. Both are exquisite buildings that have hosted significant historical events. The 13th-century St Michael’s Cathedral (Catedrala Romano-Catolică Sfântul Mihail), noteworthy for its single tower, is the country’s most venerable Catholic cathedral. Inside, take in the vaulted ceilings and how the sunlight refracts through the late-Gothic tracery windows. The geometric Laszai Chapel, in the northern part of the cathedral, is an excellent example of 16th-century Renaissance architecture. Royal tombs hold the remains of the Kraków-born Queen Consort of Hungary, Isabella Jagiellon (1519–59), and her son, John Sigismund, the first prince of Transylvania.

Just behind the Catholic cathedral, note the elegant Former Princely Palace (Palatul Principilor). This building dates from the mid-16th century, when Alba Iulia, as Gyulafehérvár, served as capital of the Kingdom of Eastern Hungary – the predecessor to the Principality of Transylvania. It’s where John Sigismund lived and ruled. The Romanian national hero, Wallachian prince Mihai Viteazul, stayed here too. He’s credited with first uniting Moldavia, Transylvania and Wallachia briefly in 1600–01.

Across the street, the younger, Orthodox Coronation Cathedral (Catedrala Încoronării) was built in 1921–22 to celebrate the addition of Transylvania to Romania after WWI. A 58m-tall bell tower rises above the complex. The church has some royal cred of its own: Romanian King Ferdinand was crowned king of ‘Greater Romania’ here in 1922.

Alba Iulia’s Immense Fortress

Unbreachable bastions, thick walls

The Alba Carolina Citadel (Cetatea Alba Carolina) encompasses many important sites, but the most impressive thing might just be the fortress itself. The Habsburg rulers planned something spectacular in 1715 to thumb their noses at the Ottoman Turks and put their stamp on Transylvania. The fortress was state-of-the-art, designed by the Italian Giovanni Morando Visconti in a star-shaped style popularised by Vauban, the legendary military mastermind for France’s Louis XIV. The best way to appreciate the invincibility of its 3m-thick walls is to stroll the perimeter.


HISTORY

The ‘Alba’ part of the name Alba Iulia means ‘white’, though the name hides some colourful history. The Romans here built their largest fortress on the territory of modern-day Romania: Apulum. The fortress was rebuilt in the 10th century as a Slavic citadel, Bălgrad. Alba Iulia again rose to prominence in the mid-16th century as the capital of the Kingdom of Eastern Hungary and later as Transylvania’s capital.

Romanian hero Mihai Viteazul is credited with first (briefly) uniting Moldavia, Transylvania and Wallachia at the turn of the 17th century. After that, the occupying Austrians built the immense citadel you see today. Following the defeat of Austria-Hungary in WWI, the citadel hosted the formal union of modern Romania in 1918.



WHERE TO STAY IN ALBA IULIA

Hotel Medieval

In a former 18th-century barracks, with carved furnishings, antiques and gleaming modern baths. €€

Hotel Preciosa

Romantic guesthouse a 10-minute walk from the citadel. Serves European cuisine with standout wines. €€

Theodora Golf Club

Golf-resort upmarket villa accommodation: modern rooms given a traditional gloss, plus a pretty pool. €€€



A Walking Tour of the Citadel

[image: jpg]

The sheer sprawl of Alba Iulia’s citadel can be intimidating at first. This walking tour takes under an hour at a leisurely pace. It starts at the citadel’s eastern entrance at the easily visible, 22.5m-high 1 Uprising Monument, which marks an 18th-century peasant rebellion. From here, enter the citadel through the beautifully ornate, baroque 2 Third Gate, dominated up top by a horseback statue of the citadel’s namesake, Habsburg Emperor Charles VI. Inside the gate, about 200m west, is the 3 Custozza Monument. This obelisk was raised in 1906 to commemorate soldiers of the 50th infantry regiment of Alba Iulia killed while fighting in the Habsburg army against Italy in the 1866 Battle of Custozza. Close by is the 4 Muzeul Principia; archaeologists unearthed the largest fort in Roman Dacia at this site. Just west is the 5 Union Hall. Within this 1900-built hall, the union between Romania and Transylvania was signed and sealed on 1 December 1918. Facing the hall from the south is a large equestrian statue of 6 Mihai Viteazul (Michael the Brave), ruler of Wallachia and architect of the earlier unification with Transylvania. Behind the statue is the 7 Former Princely Palace, once residence of John Sigismund of Transylvania, built in several stages from the 16th century. Immediately west is 8 St Michael’s Cathedral, Romania’s most venerable Catholic cathedral. Peek inside at a huge pipe organ framed by baroque and Gothic decorations. On the other side of the road is the impressive 9 National Union Museum, which celebrates the 1918 union. Close by, near the western entrance of the citadel, rises the impressive 10 Coronation Cathedral. A 58m-tall bell tower marks the main entrance.



Learn about the Birth of Romania

Union of Transylvania and Romania

The citadel is home to several sites that celebrate the 1918 signing of the union that transferred Transylvania from Hungarian to Romanian control. The National Union Museum (Muzeul Unirii) tells the story of the significance of those events to Romanians. Just opposite the National Union Museum stands the 1900-built Union Hall (Sala Unirii) where the union between Romania and Transylvania was signed and sealed on 1 December 1918, now celebrated as a national holiday.

Roots of the Roman Empire

Dacia’s largest fortress

As far back as the 2nd century CE, the Romans had already scoped out this area for potential military uses. The Muzeul Principia, at the centre of the citadel, marks the spot where archaeologists unearthed the largest fort the Romans built in their province of Dacia. Highlights include the fortress’s old walls and former hypocaust (heating system). In August the town celebrates its Roman origins with the Festivalul Roman Apulum, including historic reenactments and parades of costumed performers.

[image: jpg]

Festivalul Roman Apulum | FLORIN CNEJEVICI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Bike the ‘Mamut’

Purpose-built cycling trail

About 2km west of the citadel, the cycling trail Transalpina de Mamut (or ‘Dealul Mamut’) traces a 6km-long path through pretty forests as it connects the neighbourhoods of Micesti and Pâclişa. The trail can be done from either direction – though be prepared for moderate hills. Highlights include fetching views of the city and a stopover at the Ioan Vlad Botanical Park. Rent bikes from outfitters within the citadel.


‘DON’T MISS’ CITADEL PICKS
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Cristina Matilda Vănoagă is a native of Alba Iulia and a scholar at the city’s ‘1 Decembrie 1918’ University.

I spend a lot of time in Alba Iulia’s magnificent citadel, where the university is located. These are my suggestions for some don’t-miss places while visiting.

Batthyaneum Library

Built in the first half of the 18th century, the library holds an impressive collection of medieval documents, including the famous Codex Aureus, from the 9th century.

St Michael’s Cathedral

The citadel’s Roman Catholic cathedral is widely considered the most important monument of Gothic and Romanesque architecture in Transylvania.

Apor Palace

The first baroque secular building in Transylvania, from the 17th century; it currently functions as the rector’s office for the university.





Beyond Alba Iulia
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A majestic castle, a dramatic hilltop fortress, mysterious Dacian remnants, and miles and miles of breathtaking hikes.


Stretching between the Retezat and Apuseni Mountains, the area beyond Alba Iulia was built on ancient gold and medieval might. Straight out of a Gothic horror flick, Corvin Castle is all doomy towers and drawbridges. Not to be outdone, dramatic Deva fortress, floating above a lonely (extinct) volcano, erupts seemingly from out of nowhere. On southwestern Transylvania’s timeline, though, these castles are youngsters. The gold-rich hills here have been mined for nearly 2000 years, and ancient Dacian civilisation has left traces of its existence at mysterious Sarmizegetusa Regia. Contemplate this vast history among the region’s most enduring features, the Retezat Mountains, where hiking trails climb to lofty glacial lakes.
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Places

Hunedoara

Deva

Retezat Mountains

Sarmizegetusa Regia


GETTING AROUND

Driving is the most convenient way to reach the areas to the south and west of Alba Iulia.

Both Hunedoara and Deva are on bus and train lines. Regular buses connect Deva to Hunedoara (45 minutes) and to Alba Iulia.

For drivers, the hamlets of Râușor and Cârnic are good entryways into Retezat National Park. You’ll definitely need your own wheels to reach Sarmizegetusa Regia, a 60km drive east of the city of Hațeg. From the car park there’s a 2km cobbled walking trail leading to the site.



HunedoaraTIME FROM ALBA IULIA: 60 MINS [image: img]

Romania’s Spookiest Fortress

Forget Bran – Romania’s most incredible, jaw-dropping castle is Corvin Castle (Castelul Corvinilor), in the city of Hunedoara. Whatever Corvin may lack in Dracula cred it makes up for with its spooky, dramatic drawbridge, pointed turrets and dank dungeons. Corvin was built on the ruins of an ancient stone fortress in the 15th century by John Hunyadi (Ioan de Hunedoara), a Wallachian governor and warrior charged with defending the Kingdom of Hungary’s borders against Ottoman attack. Work was later extended by John’s son, the great 15th-century Hungarian king, Matthias Corvinus. Turkish prisoners performed much of this back-breaking work. Prisoners were often condemned to death – sometimes mercilessly tossed into the castle’s Bear Pit – after their usefulness had expired. Architectural highlights include the late-Gothic Knights Hall, with armour, cannonballs and a bulky bronze of John Hunyadi, and the 1440-built Mace Tower. Look out for the faint checkerboard design painted on the tower, and lift your gaze to see a bronze of a medieval knight, placed at the top during a 19th-century restoration.

DevaTIME FROM ALBA IULIA: 50 MINS [image: img]

Fortress in the Clouds

The industrial city of Deva is worth a stopover to gawk at the town’s crumbling citadel, which looms from the top of an extinct volcano at a height of some 300m. A steep climb (or take the funicular) leads up behind Parcul Cetăţii at the west end of B-dul 1 Decembrie 1918. At the top there are plenty of stone walls to ponder and 360-degree views of the surrounding hills. Work started on the fortress in the mid-13th century. In 1453 John Hunyadi expanded the citadel. In 1784, during an uprising of the Romanian peasantry, the fortress served as a refuge for terrified nobles running from militant serfs. In 1849, Austrian generals holed up here, hiding from enraged Hungarian nationalists. At the foot of the fortress hill, the Museum of Dacian & Roman Civilisation (Muzeul Civilizației Dacice și Romane) shows off a model of a former Dacian stronghold and artefacts from nearby, early-Roman encampments. It’s housed in the early-17th-century Renaissance Magna Curia Palace.


BEST PLACES TO STAY & EAT IN DEVA

Villa Venus Hotel

Romantic accommodation in a secluded early-20th-century manor, with period details and a beautiful breakfast room. Book in advance for weekends. €€€

Hanu lu Moș Opincă

Well run guesthouse outside Deva with dramatic views over the fortress in the distance. €€

Pensiunea Sub Cetate

On a leafy residential lane, this friendly guesthouse has clean, homely rooms, some with balconies. €

Restaurant Castelo

Reliable restaurant near the park below the citadel serves satisfying schnitzels, sandwiches and grills. €€

BoRD13

Excellent, centrally located choice for grilled pork dishes and steaks, plus decent cocktails and wine. Dining is on an upper-level terrace overlooking Deva’s main drag. €€



WHERE TO STAY IN RETEZAT NATIONAL PARK

Cabana Codrin

Simple cottages and guestrooms in Cârnic, on the road between Nucșoara and the national park’s edge. €

Cabana Gențiana

Basic accommodation near the main north–south trail; a few hours’ hike from the Cârnic car park. €

Cabana Buta

Rustic mountain hut on the national park’s southern side; decent rooms and a small restaurant. €

Retezat Mountains (Râușor)TIME FROM ALBA IULIA: 1 ½ HRS [image: img]

High-Altitude Hikes

Bejewelled by 80 glacial lakes and with peaks towering above 2000m, the Retezat Mountains are a spectacular stretch of the southern Carpathians. Retezat National Park, the oldest reserve in Romania, is the primary draw as much for its wildlife as its dizzying walking trails. Marmots scamper in its grasslands, wolves and bears slink through forests and golden eagles nest on its cliffs. The reserve is spangled with alpine flowers like gentians, peonies and fuzzy edelweiss. Excellent hikes begin from Râușor, northwest of the park, and Cârnic, both accessible by road.
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Sarmizegetusa RegiaTIME FROM ALBA IULIA: 1 HR 20 MINS [image: img]

Romania’s ‘Stonehenge’

The Orăştie Mountains, southeast of Deva, were once home to an arc of pre-Roman Dacian fortresses (now under UNESCO protection). Sarmizegetusa Regia, the former Dacian capital and spiritual centre, is the best known. It’s often referred to as Romania’s ‘Stonehenge’ for the evocative remains of limestone temples here, oriented according to the solstice. This remote, forested space was the last bastion of Dacian ruler Decebal, who chose to kill himself in 106 CE rather than surrender to Roman Emperor Trajan. The Roman conquest represented a symbolic end to Dacian spirituality.


BEST TREKS IN RETEZAT

Walkers in Retezat National Park are spoilt for choice with 516km of marked trails, most of them substantial five-plus-hour treks. The park’s website (retezat.ro; in Romanian) outlines several recommended hikes. A few of the most popular include:

Râușor to Lake Ştevia

Medium-difficulty trail follows red markings past spruce forests to a tiny glacial lake (three to four hours).

Cabana Codrin to Poiana Pelegii

Head from Cârnic north of the park towards Cabana Pietrele along the blue trail, peaking at Lake Bucura before descending to Poiana Pelegii (5½ hours).

Cabana Pietrele to Lake Bucura

A challenging yellow trail to 2041m Bucura, the Retezat Mountains’ largest glacial lake (6½ hours).




MORE ON TRAJAN & DECEBAL

The Iron Gates Regional Museum in Drobeta-Turnu Severin is a good source of information on the rivalry between Roman Emperor Trajan and the Dacian leader Decebal, including the story of Decebal’s initial surrender to the Romans and his ultimate suicide.





Cluj-Napoca

Energetic nightlife | big-city fun
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The capital city of Transylvania, Cluj-Napoca (often shortened to ‘Cluj’) is where quaint Transylvania collides with the modern world. Cluj shares the region’s complex history (and has the architecture to prove it), but adds layers of contemporary energy, thanks to thousands of students, in the form of bohemian cafes, art galleries, music festivals and a vigorous nightlife. Locals will proudly tell you Cluj is Romania’s most livable city (and in the next breath groan about the high rents). Cluj’s history predates Roman times. The ‘Napoca’ part of the name dates to an ancient Dacian stronghold. The modern city grew under German settlement, known as Klausenburg, and over the centuries Cluj was ruled by coalitions of Saxons and Hungarians. During the 19th century, when Hungary governed Transylvania, Cluj (as Kolozsvár) served as regional capital. The Hungarian influence can still be felt and adds yet another dimension to city life.


GETTING AROUND

Cluj sprawls in all directions. The central area is compact and pedestrian-friendly. You’ll need buses, trolleybuses, taxis and rideshares to reach outlying areas. Car traffic is notorious. If you’re driving, stow the car as quickly as possible. Arrange parking in advance with your hotel.

Cluj Avram Iancu International Airport (airportcluj.ro), with flights around the country and to several cities in Europe, is 7km east of the city. Cluj is a major train and bus hub. Direct trains run to Bucharest and Budapest, in Hungary, as well as to other cities and towns throughout Romania.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Art Museum

2 Ethnographic Museum of Transylvania

3 Matthias Corvinus Birth House

4 Matthias Corvinus Horseback Statue

5 National History Museum of Transylvania

6 St Michael’s Church

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7 Insomnia

ENTERTAINMENT

8 Flying Circus

9 My Way Retro Club

10 Revolution Club




[image: ] TOP TIP

Consider booking a guided walking tour, which are offered by several companies. Cluj Guided Tours (clujguidedtours.ro) runs free walking tours in English daily at 11am and 6pm, as well as day trips around the region. The Tourist Information Centre (B-dul Eroilor 6) hands out a helpful maps and brochures.



Explore Central Piața Unirii

Gothic church and Hungarian king

City life revolves around this central square and the grand St Michael’s Church. Its neo-Gothic clock tower (1859) stands 80m high, while original Gothic features – such as the 1444 front portal – can still be admired. Inside, soaring ribbed vaults lift the gaze towards fading frescoes. The horseback statue at the square’s centre honours Matthias Corvinus, the great Renaissance-era Hungarian king (with roots in both Romanian and Hungarian noble families), who was born here in 1443. His Gothic birth house is still standing, at the corner of Str Matei Corvin and Str Pușcariu.

WHERE TO STAY IN CLUJ

Lol & Lola

Clean boutique hotel with individually styled, rainbow-coloured rooms. Within walking distance of sights. €€

Retro Hostel

Dorms and private rooms in a nicely maintained, centrally located hostel. Helps arrange tours and excursions. €

Hotel Vibre

Dazzling five-star property with a very good rooftop restaurant. Book well in advance. €€€

Plan a Museum Crawl

Art, artefacts and lizards

Pride of place among the city’s museums belongs to the fine Art Museum (Muzeul de Artă; macluj.ro), which is noteworthy for two reasons. The first is the strength of the permanent collection. The 19th century is represented by Romanian luminaries like Nicolae Grigorescu and Theodor Aman; the 20th-century collections show off paintings by early-modern masters like Theodor Pallady and Nicolae Tonitza. The second reason is the stately setting, within the baroque Bánffy Palace, the former residence of the Hungarian Transylvanian governor György Bánffy. Over the years the Bánffy Palace has hosted important guests, including Habsburg Emperor Francis II in 1817, and Franz Joseph I in 1852 and 1887.

The Ethnographic Museum of Transylvania (Muzeul Etnografic al Transilvaniei; muzeul-etnografic.ro) showcases well tended exhibitions on Romanian peasant life. You’ll see beeswax presses and whey-boiling vats, among other sights. The National History Museum of Transylvania (Muzeul Național de Istorie a Transilvaniei) features lots of Dacian artefacts, mostly from Sarmizegetusa’s archaeological sites, including glass blowpipes, blacksmithing tools, reconstructed urns and silver bracelets, as well as medieval weaponry and an immense collection of gold and silver pieces. The Museum of Zoology (Muzeul Zoologic – UBB; muzee.ubbcluj.ro), part of the university complex, houses an encyclopedic collection of bottled, jarred and taxidermied specimens from butterflies to waterfowl. Kids will enjoy the adjoining Vivarium, with live collections of lizards and spiders.

WHERE TO EAT IN CLUJ

Roata

Traditional Transylvanian cuisine just like granny made. €€

Epoca Bella

Upmarket dining in the centre on pretty Museum Square (Piața Muzeului). €€€

Samsara

This bright, health-conscious veggie place with convivial garden seating is Cluj’s hippie haven. €

Enjoy Traditional Wooden Churches & Houses

Open-air folk museum

If you’re not planning to visit Maramureş or the ASTRA museum near Sibiu, stop by the smaller Ethnographic Park Romulus Vuia (muzeul-etnografic.ro), 5km northwest of the centre, to see this peaceful collection of wooden churches, thatched-roof houses and peasant workshops such as potters and blacksmiths.

Relax among the Flowers

Sprawling botanical garden

South of the Old Town, the Alexandru Borza Botanical Garden (Grădina Botanică Alexandru Borza) comprises rockeries, neoclassical statues peeping from tangles of roses, and a Japanese-style garden with a crimson bridge spanning a turtle pond. At the heart of the gardens is the Botanical Museum (Muzeul Botanic), exhibiting vegetal curios from bottled fruits to fern fossils. Pick up a map at the entrance to help navigate the confusing lanes and alleyways.

Hit the Dancefloor

Bars and clubs

Cluj is an epic party town. The scene changes by the year, so ask around for the club of the moment. Start with drinks at Insomnia, a jaunty beer garden adjoining a zanily decorated bohemian cafe. For dance clubs, Flying Circus is still one of best. Other spots to try include FORM Space and Revolution Club. My Way Retro Club has DJs and karaoke.

The area is home to some legendary summer festivals. The Untold Festival (untold.com) in August brings an explosive mix of EDM to the stage. Electric Castle (electriccastle.ro), a festival held nearby in July, unfolds against the spectacular backdrop of Bánffy Castle in Bonţida, 30km northeast of Cluj.


LOCAL FAVOURITES
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Crina Prida, photographer, was born and raised in Cluj. crinaprida.com

I have a personal, emotional connection to my city. Here are my picks to experience Cluj’s culture and history.

Art Museum

The building’s baroque setting is reason enough to visit, but the permanent collection of European and Transylvanian painting and graphics, as well as the contemporary exhibitions, make it a top attraction.

Botanical Garden

A perfect place to relax, read a book, or enjoy the splendid and huge plant collection, the amazing herbarium and the greenhouse collection, spread over 10 hectares.

Str Mihail Kogălniceanu

One of the most magical streets in Cluj. It’s full of historic buildings and has a medieval atmosphere.



WHERE TO EAT IN CLUJ

Via Restaurant

Full-on foodie experience, with keen attention paid to ingredients, wine and presentation. €€€

Let’s Coffee

Central roaster with hot coffee and chill customers.



Beer Wall Cafe

Go-to spot for a wide variety of craft beers, plus local beers on tap.



Beyond Cluj-Napoca
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Experience a dazzling underground world, villages brimming with still-vital Hungarian folk culture and a natural world of gorges and grottoes.


The Turda Salt Mine, south of Cluj, wins rave reviews and ranks as a ‘don’t miss’. Pair that with an exhilarating hike (and zip line) in the nearby Turda Gorge for a full day out. From here, follow your interests. If you’re into folkways, folk music and colourful costumes, explore the old Hungarian villages of the Huedin microregion – preferably with an overnight stay in a village guesthouse. If you’re aching to get out in the open air, the Apuseni Mountains begin to the west of Cluj. Padiş, on the central plateau, is a three-hour drive from Cluj, and a good place to start. You’ll find stunning caves, but bring proper gear and solicit local advice before heading out.
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Places

Turda Salt Mine

Turda Gorge

Apuseni Nature Park

Sarmizegetusa Regia


GETTING AROUND

Frequent buses and maxitaxis travel between Cluj and Turda. Figure on 40 minutes’ travel time.

Huedin is easy to reach by train from Cluj; however, a car is necessary for getting to the outlying villages of the Huedin microregion, as well as points in the Apuseni Nature Park (though roads are not always in very good shape).




[image: ] TOP TIP

Without a car, the region is best explored by guided tour. We’ve listed several recommended tour operators.



Turda Salt MineTIME FROM CLUJ-NAPOCA: 40 MINS [image: img]

Underground Wonderland

Head south 30km from Cluj to find a secret underworld lurking below the meadowlands and chalky hills surrounding the city of Turda. The Turda Salt Mine (Salina Turda; salinaturda.eu) is so impressive, it could be a supervillain’s lair. Walking along 900m of cave corridors, zebra-striped with salt and dirt, you’ll discover a chapel with a salt-encrusted Jesus and Mary; salt miners used to pray here before their shift. When you see the hefty 1881 extraction apparatus, you’ll understand why. On the lowest level, rent a boat on the salt lake and row around the bottom. It’s a chilly 12°C, so wear layers. Time your visit for a weekday, as weekends get too crowded. Combine your visit with a dip in the nearby salt lakes (Strand Durgău), south of the salt mine.
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BEST TOUR OPERATORS BEYOND CLUJ

Davincze Tours

Knowledgeable operator in the Huedin microregion; hikes, food experiences, carriage rides and accommodation (kalotaszeg-davincze.ro).

Romanian Friend

Guided hiking outings into the Apuseni Nature Park (romanianfriend.com).

Curly Guide Tours

Guided day trips, including hiking and zip-lining options, from Cluj to Turda and to Rimetea village (curlyguidetours.com).

Viva Holidays

Bus excursions from Cluj to Rimetea and the Turda Salt Mine and Gorge (vivaholidays.ro).

Pan Travel

Cluj-based agent booking accommodation, car rental and tours to the Apuseni Mountains. Also has Cluj city tours and bike rentals (pantravel.ro).

George Turism

Day and multiday excursions throughout the region and further afield through Transylvania and Maramureş (georgeturism.ro).



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND CLUJ

Hunter Prince Castle & Dracula Hotel

In Turda, this turreted homage to Vlad has suitably spiky wrought-iron bed frames. €€

Conacul Secuiesc

Comfy, rural B&B offering colourful rooms, gorgeous views and a capable restaurant. In Colțești, below Rimetea. €€

Püspök Guesthouse

Charming, welcoming guesthouse in Sâncraiu with hand-painted decorations and spotless white linens. €

Turda GorgeTIME FROM CLUJ-NAPOCA: 45 MINS [image: img]

Scenic Hike & Zip Line

Precipitous Turda Gorge (Cheile Turzii; turism-cheile-turzii.ro) lies 8km west of Turda and makes a stunning, if leg-stiffening, half-day hike. The canyon is nearly 3km long, with 300m-high walls sculpted in weathered limestone. Walking the gorge’s length takes roughly 1½ hours each way. To get here, take a bus from Turda to the centre of Cheia. From here it’s a straightforward roadside 5km hike to the gorge (follow the ‘Cheile Turzii’ signs). Dress for temperatures several degrees lower than in the surrounding uplands, and wear grippy footwear. The trails takes you past a fun zip line (tirolianacheileturzii.ro), where you can sail high over the valley, with the rocks of the gorges in the background. Check the website for rock-climbing and paragliding opportunities in the area, though these activities are not recommended for beginners.

Apuseni Nature Park (Padiş)TIME FROM CLUJ-NAPOCA: 3 HRS [image: img]

‘Fortress Cave’ & River Gorges

Southwest of Cluj-Napoca, the Apuseni Mountains are sheer drama. Beneath silhouettes of mountains lie thatches of conifer forest, while sinkholes and grottoes are secreted away in the karst plateaus. Some 760 sq km here are protected as the Apuseni Nature Park (Parcul Natural Apuseni; parcapuseni.ro). This is challenging hiking terrain, so it’s worth considering going with a guide. The park can also be approached from Oradea (see for more park activities).

The town of Padiş, on the Padiş plateau, stands at the park’s central point, and is a good place to start your exploration. From Cabana Padiş, a popular circuit leads southwest via Glăvoi to the fantastic Cetăţile Ponorului, or ‘fortress cave’, so called because of its 76m entrance, resembling the portal to a magical underworld. While much of this walk is by road, the last part is down an uneven path winding through forest. As the path veers sharply downhill you’ll have to pick your way across boulders and sprawling tree roots and, for the final 200m descent, you’ll need the aid of a ladder and cables. The cave itself, with a main gallery 2km long, and one of the country’s largest underground rivers, fraught with whirlpools and sinkholes, are advisable only with a guide.

Another trail, a full-day trek, leads from Cabana Padiş north for four hours to a meadow at Poiana Vărăşoaia. From here, continue two hours to the Rădesei Citadel (Cetăţile Rădesei), another underground chamber with impressive rock formations. The route then circles Someşul Cald, a river in a deep gorge, after which you can head back south to the cabana.


HUNGARIAN LIFE

The predominantly Hungarian-speaking villages west of Cluj still show off traditional folkways, dances and folk costumes, and invite visitors to immerse themselves in crafts like woodworking and embroidery.

The Huedin micro-region (Kalotaszeg in Hungarian; Țara Călatei in Romanian) encompasses 42 villages scattered around the town of Huedin. Sâncraiu is a peaceful hamlet with several good pensions. Around 12km southwest of Sâncraiu lies the village of Mănăstireni (Magyargyerömonostor), noted for its 13th-century church. During the 1848 revolution, 200 Hungarians died at the battle here; you can still see bullet holes in the church. Located 23km south is a dam-flooded village beneath Lake Beliș-Fântânele – at very low water levels you can still see the church tower come up for air.




PICTURE-PERFECT RIMETEA

The beautifully restored village of Rimetea (Torockó in Hungarian) was the setting for Romanian director Cristian Mungiu’s absorbing film R.M.N.. The mainly Hungarian-speaking village is an easy drive from Turda, 30km to the southwest.







CRIȘANA & BANAT
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CROSSROADS OF CULTURES


Centuries of conquest, empire and trade have woven a rich multicultural tapestry in Crișana and Banat, augmented by adorable cities and awe-inspiring natural beauty.
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Apuseni Mountains | MIKE PELLINNI/SHUTTERSTOCK

Situated at the crossroads of Central Europe and the Balkans, western Romania bears all the marks of historical drama and intercultural exchange. Shifting hands between competing empires over the last 900 years has imbued this part of the country with an ethnic and cultural diversity unmatched elsewhere. Prized for its strategic significance, the region has also flourished economically, enriched by the pioneering spirit of industry and technological innovation, and culminating in exquisite displays of wealth still visible today in the eclectic architectural treasures of its major cities, Timișoara and Oradea. These dynamic urban hubs possess more than just aesthetic appeal, though; they also nurture a vibrant multiculturalism in language and tradition, as well as a commitment to the ideals of liberalism and tolerance. It’s not coincidental, then, that the Romanian revolution, evolving from a popular uprising, originated in Timișoara, the capital of Banat. Or that Oradea, Crișana’s gorgeous capital, was once home to a thriving Jewish community that helped shape the built heritage of the city. Beyond these urban jewels, fertile plains and rolling hills dotted with isolated villages retaining the flavour of rural life climax at the Anina and Apuseni Mountains. Exuding a natural charm all their own, they boast plenty of outdoor adventure and the chance to ride on the oldest mountain railway in Romania.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Timișoara

Urban cultural hub with multicultural flair.

Oradea

Art Nouveau capital and curative waters.



Find Your Way


Timișoara and Oradea are well connected by train and bus to other major cities such as Bucharest, Cluj and Budapest. But beyond these urban centres public transport is limited – you’ll need a car.
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Plan Your Time


From cities to villages, and mountains to museums, Banat and Crișana flaunt an abundance of man-made and natural attractions amidst urban and rural landscapes. Aim for a mix of both.
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Piața Unirii, Oradea | ZEDSPIDER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Pressed for Time

• Head straight to Timișoara and spend two days exploring its role in the revolution and wandering its colourful squares before popping over to Oradea to admire its architectural masterpieces. Then, overnight in the Apuseni Mountains and visit Meziad Cave before driving back to Oradea via Băile Felix for a soak in its curative waters.




More Than a Week

• With more time, allocate an additional two days in Banat to ride the historic Oraviţa-Anina railway and hike in the Cheile Nerei-Beușnița National Park. Then spend another day or two trekking in the Apuseni Mountains and visiting the Bears Cave and Scărișoara Glacier Cave. Finish the week with a night at a homestay in Gârda de Sus.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

Cool mornings and warm, colourful days as tulips, daffodils and other flowers blossom all over the cities and countryside.

SUMMER

Cultural events and city festivals; warm, sunny weather ensures optimal hiking conditions in the mountains.

AUTUMN

Dry and cool temperatures; city parks and regional mountains burst with autumnal reds, oranges and yellows.

WINTER

Christmas markets add romance to a city escape; the mountains look extra stunning covered in snow.



Timișoara

Multicultural heritage | Progressive capital
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Romania’s western wild child and third-largest metropolis, Timișoara is Banat’s lively, progressive and rebellious cosmopolitan capital. Periods of Hungarian, Ottoman and Habsburg rule over 900 years have left indelible imprints on the city, evident in its celebrated cultural and ethnic diversity and pioneering achievements – a point of pride amongst its friendly locals. Indeed, in 1884 it was the first city in Europe (and second in the world behind New York) to be lit by electric streetlights, and in 1989 the first ‘free city’ in Romania after its courageous rebellion against Nicolae Ceaușescu’s dictatorial rule. It’s precisely this ability to look beyond the horizon that’s endowed Timișoara with an air of openness, not just in thought and action but in spatial layout, too. Three large squares connect its historic centre, each opening into the other via cobblestoned streets and flanked all on sides by elegant examples of secessionist, baroque and neoclassical architecture.


GETTING AROUND

Walking is the best way to explore the city centre. Timișoara Nord is the main railway station. Tram 1 will take you to Piaţa Libertăţii.

Beyond the centre, the city’s trams and buses serve the outer districts well. If driving into the city, ample parking is available at Parcare Timpark, south of the canal.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Museum of the 1989 Revolution

EXPERIENCES

2 Communist Consumers Museum

3 Mercur Palace

4 Millenium Church

5 Piața Libertății

6 Piața Traian

EATING

7 Gelato di Bruno

8 Lera’s Bistro

9 Prospero

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

See 8 Bereta Taproom

10 Brewers Garden

see 2 Scârţ Loc Lejer

11 Timișoreana Brewery

ENTERTAINMENT

12 Faber

TRANSPORT

13 Vaporetto station
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Timișoara thrives with year-round festivals, music concerts and art exhibitions in three different languages (Romanian, Hungarian and German).Check the events calendar (timisoara-info.ro) to immerse yourself in its vibrant cultural scene.



Romanian History Remembered

Communist-era kitsch and the 1989 Revolution

The attempted eviction of Hungarian pastor László Tőkés on 15 December 1989 in Timișoara ignited a chain of events that ultimately toppled the Ceaușescu dictatorship. What began as a vigil by parishioners quickly transformed into nationwide uprisings that overwhelmed the Securitate. Just 10 days after protests began, Ceaușescu and his wife were executed following a one-hour trial, found guilty of all charges – including the genocide of 60,000 victims.

A portion of the Berlin Wall stands outside the Museum of the 1989 Revolution (Memorialul Revolutiei), a tangible reminder of the political divisions that profoundly affected the people of Romania. Through a curated collection of photographs, documents and videos, visitors are led on a journey through the events and geopolitical context that led to the bloody downfall of the Romanian communist regime, which resulted in the deaths of more than 1000 freedom fighters. Situated north of Piaţa Unirii, the museum is also an active research institution and publishing house.

Just a 10-minute taxi ride south or reachable via tram 6 from the city centre, continue your exploration of Romanian history with a visit to the Communist Consumers Museum (Muzeul Consumatorului Comunist). Filled with toys, books, household appliances, paintings, photographs, TVs and various forms of propaganda from the communist period – many of the items donated by locals – the collection fills three musty-smelling basement rooms and a hallway, reminiscent of a typical Romanian apartment from the era. Scârţ Loc Lejer, a quirky cafe and bar selling a diverse range of vinyls (everything from Norwegian black metal to Romanian ’80s pop), runs the museum on a donation basis. Spilling out from the top floor onto a leafy, shaded patio, it’s the perfect spot for a post-communist reflection over local craft beer, wine or coffee.

WHERE TO EAT IN TIMIșOARA

Drunken Rat

Cosy pub and local favourite serving the best pork ribs in town, right in the city centre. €€

Curtea Berarilor

Authentic Romanian food at this historic gastro pub. Order the mici (sausages) – you won’t regret it. €€

Berăria 700

Located inside the old fortress and serving huge portions, tasty draft beer and live music. €€



Exploring Timișoara on Foot
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Spend an afternoon strolling Timișoara’s cobblestoned centre. Begin with the eclectic architectural heritage at 1 Piaţa Unirii. Admire the secession-style 2 Brück House, the iconic 3 St George Cathedral opposite the 4 Serbian Cathedral, and the baroque 5 Timișoara Art Museum. A stylistic blend evocative of the Austrian capital – hence the city’s nickname ‘Little Vienna’ – many of these structural masterpieces have been restored in celebration of Timișoara’s time as the European Capital of Culture in 2023. Note the 6 Holy Trinity Statue in the square, commemorating the end of a devastating plague that killed a sixth of the city’s population in the 1730s. Continue along Str Palanca to 7 Maria Theresia Bastion. Built during the 1730s, it’s the only remaining defensive edifice from the old fortress. Turn right after 8 Curtea Berarilor and continue to 9 Piaţa Libertăţii, admiring its classicist-style buildings and the baroque Virgin Mary statue in front of the 10 Old Town Hall. A lovely lane (Str Alba Iulia) canopied with umbrellas and colonised with young street musicians concludes at 11 Piaţa Victoriei, the site where Timișoara was declared the first ‘free city’ in Romania on 20 December 1989. Bullet holes are still visible on the facade of the building that houses McDonald’s in the square’s northeast – pockmarked reminders of the price for freedom. Several other heritage buildings stand here too, such as the 12 National Opera House, 13 Lloyd Palace and the Byzantine-influenced 14 Orthodox Cathedral; many were constructed with bricks reused from the dismantled fortress walls. Finish with a stroll or water bus ride along the Bega Canal, popular with the city’s joggers and cyclists.
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An Ethnographic Exploration

Multicultural foundations

A visit to the Banat Village Museum (Muzeul Satului Banaţean), opened in 1971, vividly displays Banat’s multicultural origins. This open-air ethnographic museum laid out like a village features over 30 traditional peasant houses dating from the 19th century and sourced from all over the region, built by the diverse ethnic groups that have each called Banat home. During summer, the museum hosts lively ethno-folkloric festivals and events. Visit muzeulsatuluibanatean.ro to peruse their event calendar.

Vaporetto on the Bega River

City sailing

Step aboard a vaporetto and see Timișoara from a different perspective on the Bega Canal. This was the first Romanian city to introduce a water-transport system back in 2018; water buses leave from the vaporetto station behind the Orthodox Cathedral every hour, travelling up and back to the water plant about 30 minutes outside of town.

Tickets cost a single leu for a one-way ride. Visit stpt.ro for the schedule.

Explore Timișoara’s Bohemian Side

Post-industrial innovation

Originally known by its German name ‘Fabrikstadt’ (German was the official language of commerce during the Austro-Hungarian Empire), Fabric was Timișoara’s industrial quarter dating back to the early 18th century. Mostly inhabited by Germans and Serbs, it was a neighbourhood of merchants, factories, workshops, mills and guilds. Industry has long left these parts, and now this gritty enclave is quickly turning into the city’s bohemian hub, thanks in large part to FABER.

Occupying a former industrial warehouse from the 19th century, this vibrant community and innovation centre regularly hosts live music, art exhibitions, workshops and cultural events. It also functions as a meeting point for the city’s knowledge workers, entrepreneurs and creatives to come together and collaborate on innovative and sustainable local projects at its co-working space.

Check out its events calendar (faber.ro/evenimente) to discover what’s on.


TIMIșOARA’S BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK
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Tour guide Alexandra Irimia takes us to some of her favourite places to eat and drink in town.

For baked goods, Prospero in Piaţa Victoriei hits the spot. Try the prăjitură cu miere (traditional honey cake) – it’s divine! Right nearby, you can’t go wrong with the ice cream at Gelato di Bruno.

For heartier fare, Lera’s Bistro serves an unbeatable pljeskavica. It’s basically a Serbian take on the classic burger. The city’s diverse culinary heritage shines through on our menus, and this local favourite is the best in town. Pair it with a craft beer from Bereta Taproom & Bottleshop, conveniently located next door. Narativ Speciality Coffee by the river is my go-to coffee spot.



WHERE TO DRINK IN TIMIșOARA

D’arc pe Mal

Riverside bar serving up an excellent selection of cocktails, wines, beers and beats.

Brewers Garden

The unfiltered (nefiltrata) draft beer direct from the Timișoreana brewery next door is hoppy heaven.

Cuib d’Arte

An alternative option with quirky vibes tucked behind an inconspicuous front door.

Ride Through History

Tram time travel

Since the late 1860s, trams have been weaving through Timișoara streets, making the city home to Romania’s oldest tram network. Buy a day pass (15 lei) and hop on tram 6a or 6b (clockwise/anticlockwise) from Piața Libertății to embark on a captivating urban experience through three iconic neighbourhoods on this trailblazing tram system.

Begin in Cetate, Timișoara’s historic inner core, where baroque and secessionist architecture graces the streets. Then explore Elisabetin, the city’s academic area and student hub with narrow cobblestone streets and leafy parks. Finally, venture into Fabric, Timișoara’s former industrial heart. Stop at Piața Traian and visit the first horse-drawn tram stop in front of the Millenium Church (Biserica Millenium), and look out for the statue of Mercury, the god of commerce, atop Mercur Palace (Palatul Mercur), a testament to the district’s commercial past.

Before heading back, visit Brewers Garden next to Timișoreana Brewery. Built in 1718, it’s the oldest brewery in modern-day Romania. It also serves some of the tastiest mici (sausages) and sarmales (cabbage rolls) in town, not to mention the freshest beer.


HABSBURG LEGACY

Banat’s position in Central Europe has naturally endowed it with a diverse population. However, it was the Habsburgs who played a pivotal role in shaping the region’s lasting multicultural character. Driven by the need to establish a southern defence border after defeating the Ottomans in 1716, the Austrians embarked on an ambitious project of colonisation, attracting various ethnic communities from within their empire – such as Germans, Hungarians, Serbs, Czechs and Italians – to settle the area with promises of land grants and religious freedom.

Successive waves of immigration continued throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, with Croats, Slovaks and Bulgarians all forming their own distinct communities in the area. At its peak, 17 different languages were spoken here.



WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE IN TIMIșOARA

Ovride Specialty Coffee

Friendly service, talented baristas and quality brews at this central cafe.

Street Coffee Roasters Timisoara

Top-notch beans and chill atmosphere on umbrella street. Excellent flat whites.

acas specialty coffee

A cozy cafe with great coffee in the university part of town. Get your latte art fix here.



Beyond Timișoara
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Sleepy rural settlements, unspoiled wilderness and the chance to ride the oldest railway in Romania through meandering mountains.


Banat undergoes a topographical transformation in its south-eastern corner, culminating in the forests of the Anina Mountains. Unchanged for centuries, life in these parts is the epitome of pastoral purity, and an invitation to visit. Waterfalls, blue lakes and gorges in one of Romania’s most biodiverse national parks await here, along with a historic train journey so prized it’s been nicknamed the ‘Semmering of Banat’. Complimenting this rolling excursion of industrial heritage are chances to relax and unwind at a rustic homestay in adorable agrarian villages where mighty dollops of welcoming hospitality and bucolic bliss come with the territory. Several excellent wineries are within an hour’s drive from the capital, too.

Places

Cheile Nerei-Beușnița National Park

Oraviţa to Anina


GETTING AROUND

It’s possible to reach Oraviţa by bus from Timișoara, but a much more convenient option is to rent a car and drive south down Hwy 59 past languid Banat villages and electricity poles crowned with stork nests.

You’ll need a car to visit the Cheile Nerei-Beușnița National Park. Although road conditions are generally good, they deteriorate significantly between Oraviţa and the park. For a relatively smoother ride with fewer pot holes, drive via the Socolari.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Visit the Cheile Nerei-Beușnița National Park website (cheilenereibeusnita.ro) for more information on hiking trails inside the park.



Cheile Nerei-Beușnița National ParkTIME from Timișoara: 2 HRS [image: img]

Gorgeous trekking

Remote, wild and home to an impressive range of flora and fauna, including bear, lynx and the common European viper, this protected sanctuary 140km south of Timișoara is an ideal weekend escape for nature enthusiasts. Numerous hiking trails of various lengths wind through this wooded wonderland of blue lakes, gushing streams and moss-covered waterfalls. Setting off from Sasca Română over a suspension bridge and passing through ancient rock tunnels carved by the Romans millennia ago, most popular is the three-hour hike under a primeval beech-and-oak forest canopy. Head past cascading and cooling waterfalls to the famous Ochiul Beiului, a beautiful blue lake fed by a karst spring that never freezes and retains its colour all year round. It’s then a further 30 minutes to the multi-tiered and 15m-tall travertine Beușnița waterfalls.

Another excellent option is to trek a section of the Nera Gorges, a morphological marvel cut into Jurassic limestone. More intrepid trekkers can tackle its entire length between Sasca Română and Șopotu Nou. It’s possible to complete this 24km trail in a day, but it’s better to pack a tent and camp half-way to make the most of the Romanian wilderness. Wild camping is legal in Romania.

Oraviţa to AninaTIME from Timișoara: 1½ HRS [image: img]

Vintage rail voyage

Romania’s first mountain railway, the Oraviţa-Anina train route is a nostalgic excursion through forested mountains, verdant valleys and industrial heritage. Stretching 33.4km and climbing 339m, this legendary feat of engineering has been operational since 1863, built by the Austrians under challenging conditions as part of a larger rail network to transport coal in southern Banat back to Vienna via the Danube. Powered by an electro-diesel locomotive averaging 17km/h attached to two vintage carriages dating back to 1914, this often-bumpy five-hour (return) foray into the Anina Mountains unveils 14 damp-smelling tunnels, 10 towering viaducts, occasional remnants of industrialisation in various stages of rust, and many moments of mountain magic. There’s an interesting museum to check out – despite exhibits being in Romanian – in the former mining town of Anina before heading back to Oraviţa.

For the best views, sit on the left side on the way up, and bag a wooden seat near the window as it can get stuffy in warmer weather.
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BEST WINERIES IN BANAT

Legend has it that Banat was the birthplace of Bacchus, the Roman god of wine. So naturally, a visit to a local winery (or two) is a must.

Recaș Wineries

Situated within the renowned Recaș wine region, this winery crafts an extensive range of varieties. Visitors can partake in tours and tastings set amidst a picturesque backdrop.

Thesaurus Wines

Full tours of their modern establishment alongside wine tasting paired with special cheese and meat platters are on offer at this winery perched on the fertile Silagiu Hills.




ALL ABOARD!

Train enthusiasts should also check out the narrow-gauge steam train Mocăniță in the Vasser Valley, Maramureș.





Oradea

Art Nouveau architecture | Hungarian history


[image: jpg]

Though settled by humans since at least the Neolithic Age, it was King Ladislaus I of Hungary who put Romania’s prettiest city on the medieval map. Beginning its life as a fortified monastery in 1077 CE and gradually developing into an important economic centre, these days it’s renowned for its eclectic Art Nouveau architecture, exuding an almost fairy-tale-like air throughout the city. Fortunately, Oradea largely escaped the urban-renewal projects of the communist era, and many of its existing elegant structures date back to the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Before becoming part of Romania after WWI and the Treaty of Trianon, most of Oradea’s population was Hungarian. Indeed, the city is just 10km from Hungary, but over 600km from Bucharest. Today, a significant Magyar community still calls the city home, although by another name – Nagyvarad – and you’re still likely to hear Hungarian spoken on the streets, at markets and written on multilingual signs.


GETTING AROUND

Oradea’s squares are made for walking and have plenty of eateries selling langoși (deep-fried flatbread) and plăcintă (traditional pastry).

The city’s main railway station is north of the river, about a 30-minute walk from Piaţa Unirii. Bus 30 will take you into the centre. Alternatively, taxis or Bolt drivers (via the app) can whisk you into town. Bus 12 from Piaţa Unirii stops at Nufarul plecare where you can board the 511 to Băile Felix – total travel time is around 30 minutes.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Moskovits Palace

EXPERIENCES

2 Black Eagle Palace

3 Darvas-La Roche House

4 December 1st Park

5 Moon Church

6 Oradea Fortress

7 Piața Unirii

ENTERTAINMENT

8 Oradea State Theatre
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Plan your visit to coincide with one of the city’s numerous festivals, such as the Medieval Festival Oradea in July, or the Sounds of Oradea Festival in June. Consult the Visit Oradea event calendar (visitoradea.com/ro/evenimente) to see what’s coming up.



Exploring Oradea on Foot

Architectural marvels unveiled

Easily walkable, Oradea’s dotted with plenty of remarkable sites to discover. Start your stroll at the Oradea Fortress (Cetatea Oradea) where in 1077 CE King Ladislaus I of Hungary commissioned the construction of a Catholic monastery after a divine dream. The site later drew pilgrims, leading to the development of surrounding neighbourhoods that eventually shaped the city. The distinctive star-shaped design we see today originated in the 16th century.

Next, stroll through December 1st Park to Str Vasile Alecsandri, leading to Piața Unirii and its Art Nouveau marvels from the late 19th and early 20th centuries. You’ll pass a secessionist-style former glass and porcelain shop along the way. At the square, visit the gingerbread-house-looking Black Eagle Palace with its stained-glass masterpiece inside, and the Moon Church (Biserica cu Lună) with its astronomical clock.

After crossing the Crisul Repede River to Piața Ferdinand to appreciate the neoclassical Oradea State Theatre (Teatrul de Stat Oradea), make a detour to the Darvas-La Roche House (Casa Darvas-La Roche) on Str Iosif Vulcan. Built by brothers László and József Vágó in 1912 in Viennese secessionist style, this former villa now houses the Art Nouveau Museum.

Returning to Calea Republicii, head north to see even more mesmerising architecture, including the blue Moskovits Palace (Palatul Moskovits), built in 1905 by the Vágó brothers and now a popular selfie spot in the city.


ARCHITECTURAL GOLDEN AGE

Oradea is Romania’s undisputed capital of Art Nouveau. Most of the palaces and buildings in the historic centre were built during the city’s golden age in the closing decades of the Austro-Hungarian Empire between 1890 and 1914. These architectural icons, many recently refurbished, are characterised by their secession-style structures, ceramic adornments and graceful curves.

Oradea has been a distinguished member of the Réseau Art Nouveau Network (RANN) of cities in Europe since 2012, along with other stunners like Budapest and Vienna.



WHERE TO EAT IN ORADEA

Placintarie centru

The best plăcintă (traditional pastry) in town by a country mile run by a friendly old lady. €

Piata9

This artisan food hall is a local favourite, for good reason. €€

Rivo

A terrace overlooking the river at this exceptional restaurant serving Mediterranean and Romanian food. €€



Beyond Oradea
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Mountain-air adventure, subterraneous sojourns into spectacular cave systems and delightful alpine communities are the main draws here.


Crișana undulates in hills before rising into the pristine panorama of the Apuseni Mountains in its south-eastern frontiers. Wedged into the Western Carpathians, this forested wilderness reserve is rippled by elegant limestone mountains, smoothed by verdant pastures, decorated with flowery meadows and replenished by gentle fresh-water streams – it’s top-notch trekking territory. Below ground, thermal waters and a system of limestone caves containing the remains of an extinct species of bear, glacial ice, and ancient stalactites and stalagmites are open to the public. But it’s spending a night or two at a guesthouse in a traditional village that makes a visit to these parts extra special, adding a human touch to nature’s stunning geological gallery.
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Bears Cave | HECKE61/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Places

Băile Felix

Apuseni Mountains


GETTING AROUND

A couple of daily buses link Oradea with Gârda de Sus but you really need a car to explore these mountains. The 130km drive south from Oradea along Hwy E79 is scenic and straightforward. Stop for a coffee and some fresh mountain air in the alpine villages of Vârtop, Arieșeni or Gârda de Sus. The roads leading to the caves are generally in excellent condition.

Stick to the speed limit and keep an eye out for storks and their nests on electricity poles once you leave the urban limits of Oradea.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Don’t try and squeeze too much in; take your time and appreciate the alpine scenery.



Băile FelixTIME from oradea: 15 MINS [image: img]

Health and healing

The curative waters of Băile Felix, 9km southeast of Oradea, have been soothing since the time of the Romans. Close enough for a relaxing day trip, this spa resort town is popular amongst locals and their families as a cooling respite from summer heatwaves. Large complexes in town like Strand Felix and Strand Apollo are rather high-volume on weekends, but the smaller hotels that draw from the same mineral-rich springs offer a more private, elevated wellness experience.

There are a couple of wooden churches and a small thermal lake with lotuses and water lilies in the town’s central park.
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Apuseni MountainsTIME from oradea: 1½ HRS [image: img]

A spelunking safari

Beneath the surface of the Apuseni Mountains lies an impressive subterranean system of caves. Meziad Cave (Peștera Meziad), 1½ hours from Oradea via Hwy 76, exposes an underground labyrinth of otherworldly stalactites and stalagmites sculptured over millennia. With three levels and 5km of cathedral-like galleries, it ranks among Europe’s largest. Inhabited since prehistoric times, archaeological finds inside hint at its role in sacred rituals, and potentially human sacrifice and cannibalism by the Coţofeni people – a Bronze Age culture indigenous to the region. Several species of bat also call the cave home.

An hour south, Bears Cave (Peștera Urșilor) is Romania’s most significant show cave, getting its name from the 140 skeletons of extinct cave bear found inside which vanished 15,000 years ago. Believed to have been trapped inside after a landslide or earthquake, teeth marks on their bones suggest cannibalism. Fossils of ibex, lions and hyenas were also uncovered since its discovery in 1975. An hour-long tour concludes at a cave bear’s full skeleton embedded in the clay floor.

A further two hours southeast, Scărișoara Glacier Cave (Peştera Gheţarul de la Scărişoara) is a unique journey into the sub-zero world of the planet’s glacial past. Formed 3500 years ago, it shelters one of the oldest and largest perennial underground ice blocks in the world as well as hundreds of ice stalagmites. Visitors can explore the entrance shaft, the Big Hall and the Church – other chambers remain reserved for scientific research. Be sure to wear sturdy shoes and a warm jacket when visiting all of these speleological spectacles as temperatures inside are cold, particularly this last one: around 0°C.


WHERE TO SLEEP IN THE APUSENI NATIONAL PARK

Cabana Ancuța

This charming wooden chalet is excellent value for money in Vârtop. It has cooking facilities on-site and offers ski-to-door access in winter. €

La Casute in Apuseni

Cute cabin accommodation in Gârda de Sus; comes with heart-warming hospitality and pălincă (fruit brandy) on arrival. €

Cabana Gabriela

Incredible highland location in Gârda de Sus, with delicious homemade food and comfy rooms; worth the bumpy road to get here. €

Pensiunea Vraja Muntelui

This pension in Arieşeni promises tasty meals, friendly reception and clean rooms. Has paintball and archery on site. €€




RODNA MOUNTAINS

For even more alpine activities, hike the Rodna Mountains in Maramureș.



Forested trails and alpine scenery

Silent but for the chirping beds and cracking twigs, shaded but for the slants of light falling through a beech and spruce canopy on dense foliage underneath – hiking in the Apuseni Nature Park is a forested foray into the wild heart of the Apuseni Mountains. Several hiking trails of varying lengths and difficulties along rock-strewn marked trails cut through Vârtop, Gârda de Sus and Arieşeni, making these alpine villages convenient bases for day hikes.

Dozens of incredible hikes also depart from Padiş in the park’s centre, including the popular four-hour (return) trek to The Lost World (Lumea Pierdută). You’ll cross a couple of rivers on this route and possibly a local Moti (the people indigenous to these mountains) shepherd as you hike through forests, meadows and valleys until reaching a craggy karst world of thick forest, moss-covered fallen trees and sheer sinkholes, their entrances like black portals to the underworld.

Multi-day hikers can stay at Cabana Cetatile Ponorul which offers two- and four-bed rooms with half board. It’s located approximately four hours away on foot from the 1140m Vârtop Pass (Pasul Vârtop), accessible via a red-marked trail. Consult its website (padis.ro) for more information on hiking in the area.


GETTING ACTIVE IN THE APUSENI MOUNTAINS

Beyond hiking, the Apuseni Mountains offers even more adventure.

Explore the marked cycling routes in Craiului Forest, varying in intensity and passing through charming hamlets.

For water enthusiasts, try white-water rafting on the Arieș River or Crisul Repede, or kayak on artificial lakes like Drăgan Reservoir.

Rock climbers are in for a treat too, with plenty of diverse crags to scale. Defileul Crișului Repede is a renowned climbing destination with routes of varying difficulties. Nearby, Vadu Crişului offers a thrilling via ferrata experience.

Winter brings skiing in Vârtop, with marked runs, cross-country skiing and night skiing, all accessible via two chairlifts. Outdoor Experience (outdoorexperience.ro) and Apuseni Experience (apuseniexperience.ro) organise trips here.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE APUSENI MOUNTAINS

Pensiunea La Marian

Simple, hearty and delicious traditional food in a pine-clad remote setting near Scărișoara Cave. €

Terasa Vank

The pork sausage in wine sauce is sublime here at this rustic family restaurant in Arieşeni. €

Restaurant Danciu

Friendly service and delicious local fare at this no-frills restaurant in Gârda de Sus. €





MARAMUREȘ
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THE LAND THAT TIME FORGOT


Lying in the country’s northwest, Romania’s most traditional region is home to Europe’s last remaining peasant culture.
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Bârsana Monastery | MAVRITSINA IRINA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Diverse in topography, distinct in identity and rich in culture and custom, Maramureș is an open-air museum and a time warp to a medieval mode of living. Known as the land of wooden civilisation, the deciduous and coniferous forests of Maramureș are the lifeblood of its material, cultural and spiritual sustenance. Indeed, the region’s ancient wooden churches – some dating back nearly 700 years – boast exquisite Gothic influences, making them some of Eastern Europe’s finest examples: eight are currently listed by UNESCO, including the stunners at Desești and Poienile Izei. Indented with networks of valleys, rivers and rolling hills grazed by flocks of sheep, goats and cows, this beautifully bucolic landscape accommodates tight-knit villages and agrarian communities running at a palpable sense of slowed-down time. Nowhere else in Europe will you see such fierce efforts to hold onto inherited traditions against the rising tide of modernity as in Maramureș – from the wearing of traditional clothing to the growing popularity of symbolically rich and ornately carved wooden gates, known as porţi de lemn. And yet, although touched by the horrors of communism and the Holocaust, the crucible of history has not hardened the spirit of the Moroşeni (the people of Maramureș) nor suppressed their innate warmth, friendliness and penchant for authentic hospitality. It’s these personal connections and encounters that are likely to become your most cherished memories here.
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Traditional home, Breb | MELINDA NAGY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

Mara Valley

Bucolic beauty and peasant culture.

Iza Valley

The agricultural soul of Maramureș.



Find Your Way


Baia Mare is the main entry point into Maramureș, with rail and bus connections to other Romanian cities. But you needn’t stick around long – the spirit of this region lies beyond its urban centres and into its rural lands.
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Plan Your Time


The magic of Maramureș lies in its traditional villages, hospitality and incredible montane landscapes and experiences. Slow down and enjoy the ride.
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Memorial of the Victims of Communism and of the Resistance | SOLAR STUDIO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Pressed for Time

• With just a few days up your sleeve, make a beeline from Baia Mare to the gorgeous Mara Valley to admire its wooden churches. In nearby Sighetu Marmației, visit a former prison and learn about the city’s Jewish past before marvelling at the painted tombstones in Săpânța. Spend your last day in Breb and walk around this charming village that time forgot.




7 Days to Explore

• With a week to play with, spend an extra day in Breb and trek to the Rooster’s Crest before exploring the heritage monasteries and churches of Iza Valley. Then drive to the majestic Rodna Mountains for some incredible alpine hiking. Finish up with a ride on Europe’s last steam-powered forest train in Vișeu de Sus.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

Mild weather meets meadows adorned with wildflowers and valleys filled with blossoming trees. Extra colourful.

SUMMER

Warmer temperatures and bright sunny days ensure perfect hiking conditions in the mountains and plenty of festivals.

AUTUMN

Villagers celebrate their crop harvests and the changing colours of leaves makes a visit during this time very special.

WINTER

Snow blankets the region, turning it into an enchanting wonderland where cottages take on a cozy charm.



Mara Valley

time-honoured traditions | Peasant culture
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Morning dew hovering over tear-shaped hayricks, the tinkle of cowbells in the distance, the manual manipulation of the land tilled by medieval tools of labour. Welcome to Mara Valley, the cultural heart of Maramureș. Here, the bucolic purity of the land and continuing preservation of time-honoured customs delivers a rural escape for both domestic and overseas urban refugees, accessible via the stunning Gutâi Pass from the capital Baia Mare. Indeed, vistas of undulating countryside and picturesque villages in almost Middle Ages isolation are enough to pacify even the most stressed-out city slicker, no doubt complemented by the welcoming locals still living by the land and the slow cycle of the seasons, many garbed in traditional dress – embroidered testaments to a unique regional identity. Boasting welcoming homestays, historic wooden churches, the best-preserved peasant village in Europe and plentiful hikes to the surrounding mountains, time may have forgotten this valley, but you won’t.


GETTING AROUND

You’ll need a car to explore these parts. The 37km drive from Baia Mare to the Mara Valley via the Gutâi Pass on the DN18 is a twisting journey on resurfaced road. It’s scenic, switchbacked and the most convenient entry point from the regional capital.

Besides travelling by car, there are over 700km of cycling (and hiking) trails around Maramureș along quiet country roads that make for the perfect cycling holiday. Visit drumulmaramuresului.ro for info and inspiration.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 St Parascheva Church

EXPERIENCES

2 Assembly of pre-industrial wooden machines

3 Church of St Nicholas

4 Cornești Church

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Gutâi Pass

6 Rooster’s Crest

EATING

7 Breb 148 Local Food & Garden




[image: ] TOP TIP

The rolling bucolic landscape, incredible cultural heritage and charming communities scattered in and around this fertile valley demand you linger at a guesthouse for at least a day or two. Oblige.



Last Judgement Depictions

UNESCO treasure

Like in the rest of Maramureș, there are plenty of wooden churches around this verdant corridor, including a couple listed by UNESCO. The weathered St Parascheva Church (Biserica de lemn Cuvioasa Paraschiva) in Desești is one of them. This iconic example of a traditional wooden church dates to 1770 and features frescoes painted by Radu Munteanu and Alexandru Ponehalski. Most interesting amongst these rather ruddy, moralising murals are scenes painted from The Last Judgement in which Turks, Tartars, French, Germans and Jews are condemned to Hell, clearly a political statement made during a time when the very existence of the Orthodox Church was under threat by complex tensions in the region. You can see them behind the balcony, up the stairs.

There’s also a towering 400-year-old oak tree measuring almost 5m in diameter in the church’s cemetery amongst all the old crosses, indicative of the extensive oak forest that once covered the area.

Oldest Unmoved Church

Model of perfection

Cornești Church (Biserica de lemn Sf Nicolae), 14km north of Desești along Hwy 18 via Ferești, may not be listed by UNESCO – yet – but it’s certainly one of the country’s most photogenic churches. Perched on a grassy slope behind a carved Maramureș gate, its weathered gothic bell tower and double roof covered in stark grey draniță (shingles) stand heroically amongst a sea of gravestones. It’s also the oldest wooden church in Maramureş that was never moved, erected back in 1615.

Traditional Industry

Folk engineering

Just 10km from Cornești down 186B along the Cosău River in the village of Sârbi is an assembly of pre-industrial wooden machines (Ansamblul de arhitectura tehnica populara), including an antique water mill for grinding corn and wheat, and a still-operational whirlpool for washing rugs, carpets and thickening fabric. According to locals, the best polenta is made from cornmeal ground at this water mill. There’s also a thresher from Budapest, powered by water to separate the wheat from the chaff, and a distillery for making homemade fruit brandy or horincă, the region’s other spirit-uality.

A further 4km south in Budești, a traditional gate greets you at the double-roofed, wooded Church of St Nicholas (Biserica de lemn ‘Sfântul Nicolae’ din Budești), dating back to 1643 and listed by UNESCO. Stylistically, its iconography falls within the post-Byzantine tradition, painted by esteemed artist Alexandru Ponehalschi in 1762.


WOODEN CHURCHES

There are approximately 100 wooden churches (biserici de lemn) in Maramureș but only eight of them are recognised by UNESCO for their unique architectural fusion of Orthodox and Gothic influences. The eight can be found in the villages of Șurdești, Plopiș, Budești (Josani), Desești, Bârsana, Poienile Izei, Ieud (Deal) and Rogoz. But trust us – the others are worth visiting, too. These masterpieces with fairy-tale steeples and florid frescoes date mostly to the 17th and 18th centuries, are commonly constructed from oak or pine, and are often on the sites of earlier ones destroyed during Tartar invasions.

Closed churches can be accessed by phoning the number on the door.



Village Life in Breb

Preserved purity

Just off Hwy 18, 14km east of Desești, Breb is a time capsule to the Middle Ages. Spend a few hours walking through this remote village’s labyrinthine streets where rural ways of life retain their distinct folkloric flavour. Old wooden cottages, many that you can rent, stand as lasting legacies of time-honoured traditions and simpler ways of living, their hipped roofs covered with shingles that look like fish scales, their wooden beams cut and conjoined with artisanal skill – much like the village’s humble wooden church, built in 1622 and containing interior paintings dating to the 17th century. It’s usually closed, but you can have a nice gander inside through the windows.

You’ll find exquisite examples of elaborately carved wooden gates here, too, along with small stalls selling local handicrafts, milk, cheese and horincă – a double-distilled plum, apple or pear brandy between 52% and 62% alcohol. As heart-warming as the locals, local recipes are closely guarded family secrets handed down through the generations. You’ll be offered some if you spend any time here, and you should, just as William Blacker did in the ’90s when he found inspiration in Breb for his novel Along the Enchanted Way. Prior to 2013, even King Charles III owned a house here.

A community of woodcarvers, painters, embroidery tailors, carpenters and other artisans also call Breb home, many opening their workshops for public visits. Wooden signs out front indicate their craft.

For a taste of the local produce – beside the village’s ubiquitous apple and pear trees – drop by Breb 148 Local Food & Garden for delicious Romanian fare made only with locally grown ingredients and chill in their orchard garden hammocks with views over the hay-stacked horizon. Unlike in the rest of Europe, villagers here still craft the iconic haystacks that define the region’s landscape by hand instead of machine, wielding scythes with care and precision. Breb 148 is also the best place in town for barista-quality coffee with freshly made gogoși (similar to doughnuts) and plăcintă (a traditional pastry).
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Wooden house, Breb | FLORIN A/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


CARVED HERITAGE

The wooden gates of Maramureș are unique to the region and hold deep cultural significance for the Moroşeni. In local lore, passing through these towering oak gates (up to 4m) decorated with protective folk elements drawn from a pre-Christian universe marked the transition from the public life of the village into the intimate realm of home. Over time, they also became conspicuous markers of economic and social standing – the larger the gate and more complex the carvings, the higher the owner’s status in the community.

Today, it’s common to see these intricately carved gates fronting homes, churches and monasteries, commonly inscribed with a twisted rope motif, symbolising the connection between heaven and earth.



WHERE TO STAY IN MARA VALLEY

Casa de la Mara

Traditional aesthetics meet modern comfort in this brilliantly run guesthouse set in a quiet location. €€

Pensiunea Irina Maramureș

A super-friendly family runs this welcoming pension offering clean rooms, breakfast and dinner. €

Pensiunea Lore & Sara

Incredible hospitality, beautifully decorated rooms and a filling breakfast at this pension. €

Hiking to the Rooster’s Crest

Woodland adventure

Several hiking routes to the surrounding countryside and mountains depart from Breb. Most popular is the seven-hour (return) trek to the Rooster’s Crest (Creasta Cocoșului) in the Gutâi Mountains. The andesite remains of a volcanic eruption 9 million years ago, its 1450m peak is characterised by a 200m stretch of castellated magmatic rock in the shape of a gigantic rooster comb – hence the name. The trail begins outside the Breb Cultural Centre (Camin Cultural Breb) and is well marked by red crosses, leading you out of the village past time-worn wooden homesteads, rickety huts and haystacks on an exposed dirt track until reaching the cover of the woods and the beginning of a biodiverse nature park. Home to deer, lynx, wild boar, wolf and mountain eagle, and characterised by vast windswept meadows and glades strewn with blueberries, juniper and wildflowers, the 50-hectare Creasta Cocosului Reserve was declared a protected site in 1954.

The last hour’s ascent is a real thigh-burner, most of it, thankfully, under the shade of a verdant beech forest. The hard slog is rewarded up top, though, with panoramic views of the pastoral patchwork of Maramureș on top of the lichen-covered remains of the ancient volcanic crater.

It’s also possible to hike to the Gutâi Pass (Pasul Gutâi) from here.


INSPIRED BY BREB
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Andreas Ceteras, a Baia Mare native, tells us why she looks to Breb for sustainable development inspiration.

Maramureș still guards its timeless traditions, especially in rural areas where people follow the pace of nature, proudly wear their hand-sewn costumes and gather as a community. Sustaining this authenticity is delicate, and one cannot force its residents to remain trapped in time merely for the sake of cultural preservation.

Breb serves as an excellent model for revitalising a village whilst honouring its traditional ways. I dream of learning from the people who contributed most to this movement and someday, somehow, doing something similar in the village where I grew up.



WHERE TO STAY IN BREB

Babou Maramures

Bring your own tent or caravan, or stay in the four-bed dorm at this Dutch-owned campsite and hostel. €

Casa Pintea de Sub Coastă

Exceptional homestay where you’ll be treated as one of the family. Breakfast is plentiful and delicious. €€

Breb 148

Rents out two and three-bedroom traditional wooden houses fitted with all the mod cons. Superb. €€€



Beyond Mara Valley
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Learn about some dark chapters of recent Romanian history and visit one of the quirkiest cemeteries in the world.


The pastoral pace of life markedly quickens on approach to Sighetu Marmației (or Sighet) along Romania’s northern border with Ukraine. Though rather unremarkable in itself, the administrative centre is home to a couple of important attractions, each telling tragic tales of Romania’s communist past and the horrors inflicted upon the city’s significant Jewish population during the Holocaust. Taken together, they help place modern Maramureș (no, that isn’t an oxymoron) and Romania in their historical context. Around 18km northwest of Sighetu Marmației in Săpânța, a rather unique cemetery has become one of the most popular and Instagrammed attractions in Maramureș, if not the entire country. Buckle up.

Places

Sighetu Marmației

Săpânța


GETTING AROUND

Sighetu Marmației train station is a 10-minute walk north of the centre on Str Gării with connections to Bucharest, Brasov and Cluj. No direct service to Baia Mare currently exists – it’s 10 times quicker to take the bus.

Best is to hire a car and explore these parts on your own instead. You’ll certainly need one to visit the Merry Cemetery; that, or hire a taxi.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you’re self-catering, Sighetu Marmației has plenty of big supermarkets where you can stock up, as well as some nice cafes and restaurants along Str Iuliu Maniu in the historic centre.



Sighetu MarmațieiTIME from mara valley: 30 MINS [image: img]

Cells of sorrow

The Memorial of the Victims of Communism and of the Resistance in Sighetu Marmației is a former maximum-security prison that bears witness to a chilling past. Between 1948 and 1955, much of Romania’s intellectual, government and religious elite were imprisoned here for holding views antithetical to the party line. Kept in brutal conditions, 54 people died, most of them buried at night in anonymous graves at the nearby Cemetery of the Poor.

In the early ’90s, following the dramatic fall of Ceaușescu’s regime in 1989, the prison was reborn as a museum and memorial. Through 87 themed exhibitions within the prison’s former cells, a sombre retelling of this dark chapter of Romanian history unfolds. This expertly curated presentation chronicles the various human rights violations committed during this period. It also documents the regime’s ascent to power, the often-violent mechanisms of social, cultural and religious repression, and the harsh realities of life in communist prisons.

Although the language of the museum is Romanian, helpful staff have English (and other languages) translations on hand.

A Holocaust history that haunts

Visiting the former home of Elie Wiesel, the city’s most famous resident born here in 1928, is like stepping inside a haunted house. Unlike most of the other 14,000 Jews from Sighetu Marmației and surrounding villages who were rounded up and murdered in the gas chambers in Auschwitz in May 1944, the influential Holocaust survivor, writer and recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize survived to tell the torturous tale. Standing as an enduring shrine to the city’s Jewish past, the Elie Wiesel Memorial House illuminates this painful episode of European history in its local context. Like other Jewish communities in Maramureș, such as in Vișeu de Sus, most Jews in Sighetu Marmației worked in the lumber industry and played an influential role in the development of the city and surrounding valley.

Follow the visit with an equally haunting 15-minute walk to the nearby Sighetu Marmației train station from where the city’s Jews – including Wiesel’s own family – were sent to their untimely deaths.

[image: jpg]

Elie Wiesel Memorial House | FLORIN CNEJEVICI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

A glimpse into 17th- & 18th-century life

It’s worth taking a look around the Maramureș Village Museum (Muzeul Satului Maramureșean) for a couple of hours while in Sighetu Marmației. Located approximately 2.5km southeast of the city centre, dozens of historic homes and simple farmhouses from the 17th and 18th centuries, along with a 16th-century wooden church, were relocated here from across Maramureș and arranged as a village. Open to the public, there are QR codes outside the buildings that you can scan for commentary.


FREE DACIANS

Thanks to the natural fortification provided by the encircling mountains of Maramureș, legend has it that the Dacians – the tribal ancestors of today’s Romanians who settled these lands in 1000 BCE – were able to maintain their distinct language, traditions and civilisation unaffected by the Roman conquest and occupation that swept through the rest of the country in 106 CE.

In late August, the villagers of Oncești in the Iza Valley honour their historical and cultural heritage as ‘Free Dacians’ with a day of celebration (Ziua Dacilor Liberi) – a riot of dance and song in traditional costume with plenty of horincă (a distilled traditional drink invented in the Middle Ages).



WHERE TO EAT IN SIGHETU MARMAțIEI

Casa Veche

Top-notch local cuisine along Str Iuliu Maniu. The papanași (cheese doughnuts in crème fraîche) is sublime. €€

Casa Iurca de Călineşti

Traditional ambiance and food with a nice terrace at the back. Huge portions and friendly service. €€

Carisma

Great options for meat-lovers in town with a selection of burgers and steaks. Excellent coffee too. €€€

SăpânțaTIME from mara valley: 1 HR [image: img]

Characterful Merry Cemetery

Unlike other cemeteries, Merry Cemetery laughs in the face of death. Started by folk sculptor, painter and poet Ioan Stan Pătraş in the 1930s, this unconventional graveyard is a forest of blue crosses, each bearing a portrait and epitaph summarising the good, the bad and the ugly of the deceased below. Indeed, these intricately hand-carved tombstones made from oak and painted in the traditional colour of hope feature poems that are often revealing. Vices, secrets and negative character traits of the dead are woven together in satirical prose with their more complementary characteristics, helping to round out the deceased’s biographical legacy. Each cross, and there’s over 800 of them, tells a different story. Often witty, occasionally dark and frequently funny, it’s best to have a local by your side to translate them. This rather light-hearted take on death reflects the ancient Dacian belief that death isn’t something to be feared but celebrated as a transition to a better life. Pătraş moved onto a better life himself in 1977, not before creating his own cross and passing the reigns to his apprentice, Dumitru Pop Tincu, who continues to uphold the tradition in the community. The old master is buried directly opposite the main entrance. His former house and studio have also been converted into a museum (Casa Memorială Ioan Stan Pătraş), 400m to the right of the entrance. Down a paved road 500m to the right, just before the village centre, the UNESCO heritage site Săpânţa-Peri Monastery (Mănăstirea Săpânţa-Peri) claims its wooden church (78m) to be Europe’s tallest wooden structure.
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Merry Cemetery | MATT MUNRO/LONELY PLANET ©


Forbidden Constructions

According to historical accounts, Orthodox Romanians were forbidden from building their churches in stone following an interdiction in 1271 by their Catholic Hungarian overlords.

Left with no other option than to construct their houses of worship with wood (an abundant, cheap and therefore convenient natural resource never in short supply), they used their renowned woodworking and carpentry skills to build these wooden Gothic gems. Whether or not the choice to build with wood throughout the following centuries was solely the result of an enforced ban or more a matter of convenience, is still an open question. What isn’t up for debate, though, is their historical and cultural value to the people of Maramureș and Romania.





Iza Valley

Wooden churches | Pastoral paradise


[image: jpg]

If rural perfection exists, it’s the Iza Valley and its surrounds. The preservation of age-old traditions through the labouring hand of countless generations have formed a beautifully spun tapestry of peasant villages that encapsulate, in structure as well as in spirit, everything Maramureș is renowned for. Unsurprisingly, wood reigns supreme here, foundational in everything from the homesteads and barns that dot the rolling fields to the intricately carved gates and historic wooden churches that serve not only as symbolic markers of the divine, but also as UNESCO-worthy remnants of cultural heritage. Resisting the relentless surge of modernity, it’s a place where roads are shared with bicycles and tractors, where men in hats tend to land and livestock, where traditional attire is proudly worn and where life moves at the unhurried pace of horse-drawn carriages.


GETTING AROUND

A car is necessary to explore the Iza Valley (and beyond). Villages and attractions are fairly close together in these parts. Expect traffic if travelling towards Sighetu Marmației during the morning rush hour.

Keep an eye out for ‘pot trees’ as you drive through the villages. Traditionally, these trees were dressed in pots to signify the eligibility of a daughter for marriage. These days locals dress up their trees more for fun. For some locals, it’s also more practical to store pots this way, taking up less space in the kitchen.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bârsana Monastery

EXPERIENCES

2 Bârsana Church

see 3 Botiza Church

3 Botiza Monastery

see 4 Ieud Graeco-Catholic Church

4 Ieud Hill Church

5 Poienile Izei Church

SLEEPING

see 5 Casa Ionela Petreus

6 Pension Bud

7 Pensiunea Suci
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In July and August, locals from abroad return home to tie the knot in their villages. A cacophony of sound and celebration that shouldn't be missed; keep an eye out for traffic jams: a wedding is most likely the culprit!



The Wooden Churches of leud

Linguistic origins

Ieud’s two wooden churches are some of the most important. Ieud Hill Church (Biserica de lemn din Ieud Deal) is UNESCO-listed, made from fir-tree wood and was long considered to be the oldest wooden structure in Europe, thought to date back to the middle of the 14th century. Subsequent dating of the wood confirmed a much later build date: sometime between 1611 and 1621. Impressive nonetheless, its interior frescoes are beautifully painted murals by renowned artist Alexandru Ponehalski. In its attic a document was found dated to 1391 that’s generally considered the earliest example of written Romanian. Ieud Graeco-Catholic Church (Biserica de lemn din Ses) was built in 1718 after a Tartar attack and is unique in its slender profile. It’s one of the largest wooden buildings in Romania.

Spiritual Traditions

A sacred Sunday

Built on a hill behind a traditional wooden gate, Bârsana Monastery is a popular Orthodox pilgrimage site that comes alive each Sunday morning when locals and travelling faithful dressed in traditional costume come for the 9.30am service. Even for non-believers, it’s a captivating experience. Unsurprisingly, the entire monastic complex is made entirely from wood, its gothic steeples, some 57m-tall, almost piercing the heavens. Although open all year round, it’s best visited during the warmer months when the immaculately maintained gardens bloom with colourful roses and summer flowers.

The early-18th-century, UNESCO-listed, wooden Bârsana Church is a 10-minute drive away on the other side of town. Its interior frescoes painted by masters Hodor Toador and Ion Plohod are adorned with baroque-style elements, a significant departure from the customary folk-art style usually seen in Orthodox and Uniate murals and indicative of Western European artistic influence.

Heaven & Hell

Scenes for sinners

A couple of other historic monuments close to Bârsana are worth visiting, including the nightmarish 18th-century frescoes of demons, tortured sinners and scenes from Hell painted inside the UNESCO-listed Poienile Izei Church (Biserica de lemn Cuvioasa Paraschiva). As was common at the time, these murals were moralising and educational in content – something like an illustrated rule book – serving to inform a mostly illiterate rural community on the dos and don’ts of Christianity.

Botiza Monastery (Mănăstirea Botiza) is also worth checking out, overlooking the misty Iza Valley and dating back to 1796. Just around the corner, the wooden Botiza Church (Biserica de lemn din Botiza), perched beautifully on a hillside, was originally built in 1699 in Vișeu de Jos and relocated here in the late 19th century. It’s made entirely of oak and features folk motifs on its door frame, reminiscent of a traditional Maramureș gate.


BEST HOMESTAYS IN THE IZA VALLEY

Pension Bud

The retired school teacher who runs this super-friendly pension in Oncești exemplifies Maramureș’ hospitality and is passionate about showing guests local ways of life. Highly recommended. €

Casa Ionela Petreus

An authentic homestay in Poienile Izei run by a multigenerational family serving incredible home-cooked meals. There’s also a kitchen for self-catering and a terrace for relaxing. €

Pensiunea Suci

Super clean and modern rooms at this welcoming guesthouse by the river in Botiza serving delicious traditional food straight from its own farm. Comes with a garden and a playground for kids. €€





Beyond Iza Valley
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A historic steam train and hiking trails weave through the untamed, pine-clad Carpathians, adding an adventurous touch to this remarkable repository of rural rapture


Agriculture morphs into adventure, and peasant pastures into mountain peaks, in Maramureș’s eastern frontiers. In Vișeu de Sus, the most famous narrow-gauge Mocănița in Romania isn’t just steam-powered heritage, but a ticket into the gorgeous Vasser Valley and the isolated communities that live there. At the foot of the pristine Rodna Mountains, Borșa is the natural jumping-off point for incredible hikes in the area – including a trek to the tallest waterfall in Romania – each promising fresh mountain air, untouched wilderness and livestock encounters, held in check by top-hatted shepherds, their faces inscribed by the elements. This is also the place to try balmos, a traditional cheese polenta and culinary classic that’s every bit as hearty as the locals who call these parts home.

Places

Vișeu de Sus

Rodna Mountains


GETTING AROUND

Normal-gauge CFR trains from Sighetu Marmației stop at Vișeu de Jos, about a 10-minute taxi ride west of Vișeu De Sus. To explore the Rodna Mountains, you’ll need a car. Road conditions are generally good and the mountain scenery is totally worth it.
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Late June brings vast pink rhododendron fields to the Rodna Mountains, a stunning natural spectacle in this region.



Vișeu de SusTIME from iza valley: 1 HR [image: img]

Carpathian forest steam train

Step into the bygone era of steam locomotives and explore the stunning Vaser Valley on the Mocănița, Europe’s last operational steam-powered forest train. Built in 1933 to transport timber from the valley to sawmills in Vișeu de Sus, this narrow-gauge (760mm) logging railway still serves its original purpose, evident in the cords of piled-up timber outside the departing station at CFF Vișeu de Sus. For the isolated mountain villages it passes, it also remains their primary means of transportation to and from the valley. However, since 2004, these steam locomotives – some more than a century old – chug, puff and whistle under the weight of travellers, taking them deep into the valley on captivating seven-hour round-trip journeys through dense beech forest, over viaducts and past scenes of rural Romanian life. Frequent stops allow you to stretch your legs, smell the wood smoke and savour local treats like plăcintă and gogoși. Make sure you visit the locomotive during one of the breaks to see engineers shovelling wood into the coal-fired engine.

Opt for a seat in an open-air carriage at the back for full sensory immersion and sit on the left side uphill and right downhill for the best views. Arriving a day before departure is recommended as trains depart from 9am.


MORE TRAIN ADVENTURES

Ride Romania’s first mountain railway, the Oravita-Anina, in the Anina Mountains near Timișoara.



A look into local history

If you have time, the small yet informative Museum of History and Ethnography (Muzeul de Istorie şi Etnografie) in Vișeu de Sus is worth a visit. Museum guide Iuliu Copândean speaks both English and French and can show you around this repository of local cultural heritage and history through its exhibits of traditional crafts, tools and artefacts. It’s no surprise that most of the 800 items on display are made from wood, such as a 200-year-old mill for making polenta – a regional staple. Interestingly, you can still see many of these wooden relics being used today in parts of Maramureș. Other highlights include a vintage heater that was used in the trenches during WWI and parts of the original wooden floats employed to transport timber from the forest to the town before the introduction of the railway. Entrance is 10 lei.

Rodna MountainsTIME from iza valley: 1½ HRS [image: img]

Alpine adventure

An imposing behemoth of rock, pine and earth, the Rodna Mountains flaunt several well marked hiking trails and natural wonders. Many begin from the top of the Borşa Complex Ski Lift (Complex Borșa) such as the 40-minute hike to Horseshoe Waterfall (Cascada Cailor). The tallest waterfall in Romania (90m), legend has it that a herd of horses, chased by a bear, tragically galloped to their demise at the top of the falls – hence the name. Indeed, there are brown bears as well as lynx and wolves inside the surrounding Rodna Mountains National Park, as well as rare birds and more than 1000 species of plant.

Another trek starting from the ski lift is the 90-minute walk to the shimmering, crystal-clear glacial Lake Știol (1800m) at the foot of Mount Gârgălău (2159m) through windswept meadows and forested trails. There are wild blueberries you can pick on the way and a couple of mountain huts should the weather make a turn for the worse. It’s sublimely silent up here, except the occasional cow bell and gush of wind.

Alternatively, another route to the lake departs from the Prislop Pass (1416m), 20 minutes away from the Borşa Complex on the DN18 past Switzerland-esque scenery and up hair-pin turns. The highest mountain pass in the Eastern Carpathians and the topographical border separating Maramureş from neighbouring Bukovina, the pass was the site of the last battle against the Tartars in 1717 – a white monument commemorates this historic event. The annual Hora de la Prislop folk festival in mid-August also takes place here; a celebration of traditional dance, costume and music dating back to at least 1738. Visit parcrodna.ro for more information.
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Trail, Horseshoe Waterfall | FOTOKON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WHERE TO SLEEP IN BORşA

Pensiunea Timiș

Clean and comfy rooms with balconies overlooking the mountains. There’s a kitchen on site and parking around the back. Walking distance to the chair lifts. €€

Hotel Roman

Incredible views from this premium hotel with modern rooms near the gondola. Exceptional hospitality, friendly staff, lovely spa facilities and a pool. The restaurant is divine too. €€€

Panoramic Residence

The mountain views are to die for at these beautifully designed self-catering cabins. Facilities and amenities are top-notch, including a sauna, a hot tub and a terrace. A little off-the-beaten track but worth the effort. €€€




THE JEWS OF VIșEU DE SUS

In the early 1940s, approximately 4000 Jews lived in Vișeu de Sus – around 30% of the town’s population. Most worked in jobs related to logging. However, the tragic events of WWII put an abrupt end to this vibrant Jewish community in May 1944 when Hungarian fascist authorities deported the town’s Jews to Auschwitz after periods of intimidation, persecution and ghettoisation. Although some Jews survived the atrocities, by the early 1970s the area’s Jewish residents had all but left.

Today, the only remains of Vișeu de Sus’s Judaic heritage are a Jewish Cemetery on the outskirts of the town and a museum (with an attached cafe) housed in the former home of Alexander Elefant, a prominent Jew who owned one of the largest sawmills in town. The Cafe Museum Elefant is located at CFF Vișeu de Sus station.



WHERE TO STAY IN VIșEU DE SUS

Pensiunea Anita

Traditionally styled rooms run by a friendly host right on the river with a huge garden out back. €

Casa Mocanitei

Excellent accommodation just a few minutes’ walk from the Mocănița station. Food here is amazing. €

Pension Agnes

In the centre of town, this family-run pension has comfortable and clean rooms and serves great food. €€





MOLDAVIA & THE BUCOVINA MONASTERIES
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ROMANIA’S CULTURAL AND RELIGIOUS ROOTS


Rugged mountains and forests form an epic backdrop to magnificent monasteries and fortresses that helped define the country and its people.
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Easter eggs, Suceava | CHRIS_HALL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Similar to Wallachia in the south, the lands of Moldavia and Bucovina that spread east of the Carpathian chain are brimming with magnificent churches, impenetrable forts and the ruins of old princely courts that tell the harrowing story of the emergence of Romanian identity in the late Middle Ages. Everywhere here you’ll find signs of the 15th-century Moldavian prince (and Romanian national hero) Ștefan cel Mare and his epic battles with the Ottoman Empire to preserve the region’s distinct cultural and religious traditions. The mighty fortresses at Suceava and Târgu Neamţ speak to the military side of this struggle. In Bucovina, to the northwest, a half-dozen brightly frescoed UNESCO-protected Orthodox monasteries, Romania’s pride and joy, highlight the essential religious and cultural aspects.

Outside of these sights, the Moldavian side of the Carpathians that marks out the historic boundary with Transylvania features rugged hiking trails and pristine mountain lakes. They’re perfect for day hikes, long-distance treks and, from December to March, downhill skiing.

Beyond the hinterland, Moldavian modernity is on full display in the regional capital, Iaşi, one of the country’s largest cities. Maybe a metaphor for Romania itself, the city’s gleaming, refurbished Palace of Culture stands over the ruins of a 15th-century princely court. Iaşi is an important university town and has the museums and coffee and cocktail scenes to show for it.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Iaşi

Energetic regional capital.

Piatra Neamţ

Mountains and monasteries.

Suceava

Gateway to the Painted Monasteries.

Câmpulung Moldovenesc

Mountain splendour.



Find Your Way


Trains and buses link major cities such as Iaşi, Suceava and Piatra Neamţ to other regions of Romania. You’ll need your own vehicle in Bucovina and around the Ceahlău Massif.
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Plan Your Time


Keep plans realistic. Opt for either the big-city cultural pleasures of Iaşi or the natural splendour of the mountains and Bucovina.
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Pressed for Time

• Focus on the Painted Monasteries of Bucovina. Book a monastery tour (with transport) from Suceava, Braşov or Bucharest. If you’ve got your own wheels, from Bucovina head south towards Piatra Neamţ and enter Transylvania through the Bicaz Gorges and Red Lake, or head west towards Câmpulung Moldovenesc and the Rarău Massif.




Five Days to Explore

• Spend two nights in Iaşi then make your way west to Piatra Neamţ for the night. Head north through the Neamţ working monasteries to the livelier Bucovina Painted Monasteries. Overnight in Suceava or at a Bucovina guesthouse. Head towards Câmpulung Moldovenesc and the rugged pass that leads into Transylvania.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

The spring thaw comes late (May to June) to the mountains. The Painted Monasteries feel fresh in the misty morning dew.

SUMMER

Hot temps and crowded roads. The Festival of Medieval Arts highlights Suceava’s 14th- and 15th-century glory days.

AUTUMN

Bucovina’s trees erupt in fiery colours. Iaşi’s theatres and concert houses begin the new cultural season.

WINTER

Rarău Massif ski lifts open in late December and operate through March. Central Iaşi lights up over Christmas.



Iaşi

Cutting-edge culture | Big-city fun
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After Bucharest, there’s an informal rivalry among Romania’s regional capitals – cities like Iaşi, Cluj and Timişoara – about which one is really best. We’re not weighing in here, but the people of Iaşi are convinced they already know the answer to that (and who are we to argue?). Moldavia’s capital and biggest city pulses with energy and culture, fueled by thousands of students from around the world who come here to learn. Indeed, this small corner of Romania feels unexpectedly cosmopolitan. Iaşi is home to Moldavia’s best museums and many of its most important churches and monasteries. But don’t overlook the numerous gardens, big squares and botanical parks. Iaşi was founded in the 14th century and became Moldavia’s capital in 1565. The city’s cultural tradition began with scholars clustering here in the 17th century and included a significant Jewish population. Prominent literary luminaries immortalised in Iaşi include Vasile Pogor, Ion Creangă and poet Mihai Eminescu.


GETTING AROUND

Iaşi, the biggest city in the east of the country, is a major transport hub, with good air, rail and bus connections to the rest of Romania.

The city’s central core runs from Copou Park in the north to the Palace of Culture in the south. This covers a distance of about 3km and takes 30 to 45 minutes to walk at a leisurely pace. The city has trams, buses, taxis and rideshares for reaching other areas.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Palace of Culture

EXPERIENCES

2 Copou Park

3 House of Museums

4 Moldavian Metropolitan Cathedral

5 Monastery of the Three Hierarchs
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The Iaşi Tourist Information Centre (Piața Unirii 12; turism-iasi.ro) is loaded with helpful bits and bobs, including maps that mark out signposted, theme-based touring routes (museums, arts, nature, Jewish history etc). Download the Iaşi Official app (in English) for geo-located maps and useful tips.



Gawk at the Palace of Culture

Awesome neo-Gothic pile

Iaşi’s premier attraction, the Gothic-revival Palace of Culture (Palatul Culturii; palatulculturii.ro), dominates the horizon as you look towards the southern end of the main drag, B-dul Ştefan cel Mare şi Sfânt. From the outside, the palace looks as if it’s straight out of a medieval fairy tale, but it’s only around 100 years old (built from 1906 to 1925). It was constructed over Moldavian Prince Alexandru cel Bun’s ruined 15th-century princely court. For years, the palace stood neglected and the plans to restore it (and its 300 rooms) rank among the largest public-works projects ever undertaken in Romania. The structure’s main feature is the central clock tower, with immense clock faces on three sides decorated in stained glass. Find vending machines in the entryway to buy a variety of tickets to visit the palace and/or the four national museums housed here.

The Ethnographic Museum of folk arts and crafts is arguably the most comprehensive in the country. Exhibits range from agriculture, fishing and hunting to winemaking, traditional costumes and rugs. The Art Museum occupies much of the Palace of Culture’s 1st floor, with some 24 chambers of paintings organised according to category. Highlights include 20 works by the Romanian 19th-century master Nicolae Grigorescu. The Moldavian History Museum, on the western side of the palace, tells the story of Moldavia over the centuries, from the earliest evidence of prehistoric humans through the Dacian and Roman periods, the Middle Ages and into modern times. The Science & Technical Museum is dedicated to applied sciences and technology, with sections on geology, physics, computers and telecommunications.

Iaşi’s Stately Churches

Mausoleums and pilgrimage sites

Moving north from the Palace of Culture, majestic B-dul Ștefan cel Mare și Sfânt is lined by the city’s most important buildings and churches. The mood is akin to a 24/7 street fest, with crowds milling about the many souvenir and refreshment stands. Two churches deserve a closer look. The Monastery of the Three Hierarchs (Biserica Sfinţilor Trei Ierarhi), at B-dul Ștefan cel Mare și Sfânt 28, is one of Iaşi’s most beautiful churches. Built by Prince Vasile Lupu between 1637 and 1639, and restored between 1882 and 1904, it has exterior stone pattern work that reveals Turkish, Georgian and Armenian influences. The church contains the marble tombs of Prince Lupu and his family, plus those of the celebrated Moldavian prince, Alexandru Ioan Cuza, one of the founders of the modern Romanian state. The Moldavian Metropolitan Cathedral (Mitropolia Moldovei), at B-dul Ștefan cel Mare și Sfânt 16, is truly cavernous and dates from the 1830s. Pilgrims come here every October to see the relics of Moldavia’s patron saint, St Paraschiva.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN IAşI

Toujours

A little hard to find (behind a wall on Str Gându 2), but worth the effort. Imaginative, eclectic cooking (including a fun, retro version of kung pao chicken). Book a terrace table in nice weather. €€

Cuib

Slow food, raw food and vegan food are all on offer at this student-oriented restaurant close to the university quarter. The interior gift shop has handmade notebooks and bags. €

Little Texas

Something a little different for homesick travellers: authentic American-inspired Tex-Mex, with desserts like banana pancakes and deep-dish apple pie. Located about 3km northeast of the city centre. Book in advance and take a taxi or rideshare. €€



Learn about History at the House of Museums

Iaşi pogrom in photos

One of Iaşi’s newest attractions, the House of Museums (Casa Muzelor; Str Vasile Alecsandri 6) holds four small, thoughtful museums that are definitely worth a look. The Museum of the Iaşi Pogrom tells the horrific story of the beatings and killings of the city’s Jews by the police and ordinary Iaşi citizens during WWII, when Romania was tragically allied with Nazi Germany. Through moving exhibits, photographs and holograms, visitors learn about the events and the victims, and about the horrific, overstuffed ‘death trains’ that transported Jews to faraway labour camps in appalling conditions. Incredibly, the House of Museums is based in the former police headquarters where many of the beatings and killings took place. The Museum of Childhood Under Communism displays children’s toys and what a typical classroom looked like during the dictatorship of Nicolae Ceaușescu. Other collections focus on the rich history of Jewish theatre and a separate section on poetry and Romanian literature. Tickets are sold separately to each museum.

Get Out Into the Green

Botanical garden and Eminescu’s tree

North of the centre, following B-dul Carol I, the city becomes markedly less dense and much greener. Pride of place belongs to the Anastasie Fătu Botanical Garden (Grădina Botanică Anastasie Fătu; botanica.uaic.ro), which was both the country’s first (1856) and largest (100 hectares). The garden offers some 20km of shady lanes, 800 rose varieties and orchid gardens, plus greenhouses with tropical flowers and carnivorous plants. Kids will enjoy the lawns and small lake. South of here, pretty Copou Park (Parcul Copou) was laid out as a landscape park in the mid-19th century. This is allegedly where the great Romanian romantic poet Mihai Eminescu composed his verses beneath a linden tree. The tree is still standing behind the 13m-high Obelisk of Lions, opposite the main entrance. A bronze bust of Eminescu sits out front.
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Eminescu’s linden tree, Copou Park | DANILOVSKI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE FATE OF IAşI’S JEWS

Iaşi’s Jewish community has a long, storied history. Jewish merchants from Poland (and later Russia) settled here in the 15th century. By the 19th century, Iaşi was one third Jewish and an important centre of culture and learning. The first Jewish theatre opened in 1876.

Jews were often the target of discrimination, but the low point came on 28 and 29 June 1941 with the Iaşi Pogrom. Local police and residents, encouraged by the country’s fascist leadership, beat and detained thousands of Jewish residents. Some 13,000 people died in the violence.

Iaşi’s Great Synagogue still stands and welcomes visitors. The Jewish Cemetery, 5km west of the centre, holds the remains of some of the pogrom victims.



WHERE TO STAY IN IAŞI

Hotel Select

Renovated 19th-century mansion with a central location, stylish decor, gleaming baths and friendly staff. €€

Hotel Unirea

Central communist-era high-rise. Business-style rooms are bright, with comfortable beds. €€

Amada City Center

Clean, well maintained aparthotel, with full kitchens for self-catering, near the Palace of Culture. €€

Relax at Lake Ciric

Pool, beaches, fresh air

Take a taxi or rideshare 6km east of the centre, near the airport, to the recreational area Lake Ciric (Lacul Ciric) to go swimming, stretch your legs or simply get some fresh air. There’s a nice pool out here, some lakeside beaches, playgrounds, bike lanes, picnic areas and a few terrace restaurants to grab a meal or a beer.


BEST GUIDED TOURS IN IAşI

Essential Iași Free Walking Tour

Free, two-hour walking tours of the main sights, led by university students, leave every Tuesday (6pm) and Saturday (10am) from Piața Unirii (at the Alexandru Ioan Cuza statue).

Travel BlitzZ

Visit facebook.com/travelblitzz to line up one of the thematic walking tours led by authorised city guides. Tours can often be tailored to meet specific interests.

Jooyridez

See jooyridez.ro for theme-based ebike tours through the city and around some of the most beautiful parts of the surrounding area. Also rents bikes.

CityID

Specialises in unusual, quirky, unique guided tours and experiences led by a young, multilingual staff. See cityid.ro.



WHERE TO DRINK IN IAŞI

Jassyro

Centrally located, next-gen roaster with vacuum and French presses, special filter blends and plain ol’ espresso.

Cafeneaua Acaju

The regulars at this hip, unpretentious bar include artists, musicians and many others of all ages.

Oddity

Popular cocktail bar with plenty of good signature drinks and friendly, English-speaking staff.



Beyond Iaşi
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Rolling countryside, villages, wineries and the ever-tempting border for a quick hop over to little-touristed Moldova.


After the dramatic natural beauty of Transylvania and Bucovina, the dried-out, rolling hillsides, villages and monasteries surrounding Iaşi will look a little humdrum by comparison. The arid climate, however, is good for growing grapes, and one of the country’s best-known wineries, Cotnari, lies just an hour’s drive northwest of the city. Find another popular winery, Gramma Wines, to the south, at Vișan. The neighbouring Republic of Moldova beckons just to the east, and this may be your best chance to visit this tiny country, one that doesn’t often appear on international travel itineraries. Highlights here include the lively capital, Chișinău, and the extensive, underground wine cellars at the Cricova Winery to the north.

Places

Cotnari

Republic of Moldova (Chișinău)


GETTING AROUND

The surrounding wineries are best explored by car or organised tour, though trains run sporadically during the day between Iaşi and Cotnari (departing from Iaşi’s central train station).

Some buses and maxitaxis signposted to Hârlău also stop at Cotnari. Maxitaxis depart opposite Iaşi’s train station. Frequent buses link Iaşi with the Moldovan capital, Chișinău.

Find international road crossings into Moldova (with customs and passport checks) at Sculeni and Albița.
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If you’re planning a trip to Moldova, a guided tour with transport will be easier and more relaxing than driving yourself.



CotnariTIME from Iaşi: 1 HR [image: img]

Beloved winery

The wines of Cotnari (cotnari.ro), 54km northwest of Iaşi, are some of the best known in Romania. Particularly beloved are the winery’s easy-drinking sweet and semisweet whites. A winery tour, paired with a tasting and meal, makes for a fun day trip. The vineyards here date from at least 1448, but there’s evidence of wine cultivation going back 2000 years, to early Bronze Age Thraco-Getae civilisations. The winery is strong on indigenous varietals not well known outside the country, including Grasă de Cotnari, Fetească Albă, Tămâioasă Românească and Frâncuşă. You’ll find a smattering of non-wine-related sights here as well: Cătălina Hill (280m) hosted a 4th-century-BCE Geto-Dacian stronghold, and in 1491 Ştefan cel Mare built a small church here. Visit the website or email turism@cotnari.ro to book a tour.

Republic of Moldova (Chișinău)TIME from Iaşi: 2½ HRS [image: img]

Make for the border

Slip across the international border to the little-visited Republic of Moldova for a day of exploring the museums and sights of the country’s capital, Chișinău, or visiting the extraordinary (120km-long) underground wine tunnels at the Cricova Winery. Otherwise, plan a longer excursion to see the country’s reclusive separatist region of Transdniestr, where echoes of the Soviet Union have lingered on well after the USSR’s collapse in 1991. Several outfits in Iaşi offer guided sightseeing trips with transport. It’s also possible to make the trip with your own car (the border crossing at Sculeni is 30km north of Iaşi) or hop on any bus heading toward Chișinău. With Russia’s war in Ukraine still ongoing at the time of research, double-check the security situation before leaving. Don’t forget to bring your passport.
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Cricova Winery | MAZUR TRAVEL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


DAY TRIPS TO THE REPUBLIC OF MOLDOVA

The following companies have guided trips to Moldova.

Rolandia

Full-day guided trips to Moldova’s Capriana Monastery, Chișinău and the Cricova Winery, with its sprawling (and have-to-see-it-to-believe-it) underground wine-storage complex. Tours typically start around 8am and end at 8pm (rolandia.eu).

Winetastic

Wine-focused tour company offering guided winery tours of both the Castel Mimi winery and Cricova in Moldova, as well as vineyards closer to Iaşi, including Cotnari and another popular nearby winery, Gramma Wines (winetastic.ro).

Travis Tourism

Organises guided and self-guided tours of points throughout Moldova as well as handling airport shuttles and rental cars (travis.ro).




MORE WINE TOURS

Wine enthusiasts will want to check out the wineries of the Dealu Mare, north of Ploieşti. Before heading out, it’s always best to check winery websites and book tours and tastings in advance.





Piatra Neamţ

Romanian history | mountain hikes
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Up-and-coming Piatra Neamţ (literally ‘German Rock’) sprawls in three directions across a valley, gripped by forested mountains. Moldavia’s third-biggest city was once home to Ştefan cel Mare’s 15th-century princely court and has a smattering of decent museums and cultural offerings, including a couple of the region’s better restaurants. The highly recommended Cucuteni Museum shows off the beautiful, modern-looking pottery and sexualised female figurines produced by the Neolithic Cucuteni-Trypillian culture.

Piatra Neamţ is an excellent base for forays into the nearby Bicaz Gorges and mountainous Ceahlău National Park and for exploring the nearby Neamţ County monasteries. The half-dozen or so monasteries in the surrounding area may lack the colour of Bucovina’s Painted Monasteries, but they have historic cred and, more importantly, they’re still very much working monasteries. The Neamţ Citadel, in Târgu Neamţ, was a 14th-century stronghold that repelled invaders for nearly 300 years.


GETTING AROUND

Piatra Neamţ’s main sights are located next to each other in a compact area and are easy to explore on foot.

The city is well connected to national bus and rail lines. Both the bus and train stations are located close to each other, about 300m southwest of the centre.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Art Museum

2 Bal Shem Tov Synagogue

3 Cucuteni Museum

4 Princely Court Exposition

5 St John’s Church

6 Ştefan cel Mare Tower

ACTIVITIES

7 Telegondola

EATING

8 Times
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Piatra Neamţ’s main sights, including the Princely Court and Cucuteni Museum, are clustered in an attractive, park-like setting along central Str Ştefan cel Mare. To find the area, look for the imposing 1499 clock tower, named after Ştefan cel Mare. The tower was struck by lightning in 2022 and is closed to visitors.



Take in the Museums

Voluptuous vases, Court ruins and Jewish artefacts

Set aside a couple of hours to poke around the city’s museums. The best is the Cucuteni Museum (Muzeul Cucuteni; visitneamt.com), with three floors of well done displays on the Cucutenians, a Neolithic culture with advanced pottery skills that lived in the area from around 6000 to 3000 BCE. The ground floor is given over to the stunning symmetry of Cucutenian vases and vessels, while the upper floors show off the Cucutenian’s more risqué side.

The nearby Princely Court Exposition (Expoziția Curtea Domnească) features the dank ruins of Ştefan cel Mare’s 1497 Princely Court complex, which once encompassed all of the nearby buildings on the square. The exposition has historical displays and archaeological finds such as weapons, pottery and tool fragments. St John’s Church (Biserica Domneasca) dates from 1498 and was originally part of the Princely Court complex. It has a lovely but sombre interior. The freestanding, 19m-high Ştefan cel Mare Tower (Turnul lui Ștefan cel Mare) served as both a bell tower and watchtower. The small Art Museum (Muzeul de Artă) exhibits Romanian classic and modern art and has good English explanatory text.

Just north of the Princely Court, the Bal Shem Tov Synagogue (Sinagoga Baal Shem Tov) dates from 1766 and was built over the foundations of a rare wooden 1490 predecessor. The tiny interior is decorated with Jewish artefacts, restored frescoes and paintings. Note that the synagogue closes at 2pm.

Ride the Telegondola

Something for kids and adults alike

A year-round telegondola (cable car) runs regularly throughout the day from a base station near the main train station up to the foot of Mt Cozla (639m). The eight-passenger gondolas make the nearly 2km run in about 10 minutes. Buy round-trip tickets, or take a one-way trip up and return along a marked path.


BEST LOCAL SPOTS
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Elena Tacu is a native of Piatra Neamţ and has worked as a librarian here for 20-something years.

I love to try new places. When I’m not in the library, I like to go to these spots:

Café Casablanca

Located in the centre, with a new terrace and refurbished interior. It serves good coffee, with or without a dessert, and has friendly staff.

SkyFall Rooftop

Up on the 12th floor of Ceahlău Hotel, this is the place for a cocktail and a view. See the town from above and post shots of the views or the cocktails on Instagram.

La Curtea Domnească

Relaxing restaurant for a conversation, good grilled dishes and very good Romanian wine.





Beyond Piatra Neamţ
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Hike the mountains bordering Transylvania or tour monasteries where nuns and monks continue centuries-long traditions.


The area around Piatra Neamţ is filled with natural beauty and important historical and religious sites. To the west, the Ceahlău National Park is home to the 1907m-high Ceahlău Massif, Moldavia’s most impressive peak, and boasts pretty views over Lake Bicaz in the distance. Starting from Bicaz, west of Piatra Neamţ, Hwy 12C winds through the stunning Bicaz Gorges. It’s a spectacular ride as the road cuts through imposing limestone cliffs on its way into the heart of Transylvania. North of Piatra Neamţ, a half-dozen working monasteries dating from the Middle Ages welcome visitors. In Târgu Neamţ, rugged Neamţ Citadel successfully repelled attacks as far back as the 14th century.

Places

Ceahlău National Park

Bicaz Gorges

Agapia & Sihla Monasteries

Neamţ Monastery

Neamţ Citadel


GETTING AROUND

Trains and buses connect Piatra Neamţ to Bicaz and the Ceahlău National Park. A car is best for the Bicaz Gorges and Red Lake, though buses and minibuses ply the stretch from Bicaz to Gheorgheni and pass through the gorges. The area around Red Lake is filled with hiking trails – both short and long. Accessing the Neamţ monasteries via public transport is difficult. It’s easier to drive or take an organised tour from Suceava. You can hike from Agapia to Sihla along a clearly marked forest road.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The Ceahlău National Park website (ceahlaupark.ro, in English) outlines theme-based hikes and is an indispensable resource for visiting the park.



Ceahlău National ParkTIME from Piatra Neamţ: 1 HR 20 MINS [image: img]

Stunning mountain views

The Ceahlău National Park (Parcul Național Ceahlău) offers the area’s best hiking trails and some jaw-dropping vistas. The range is part of the Eastern Carpathians and climbs dramatically to the west of sprawling, artificial Lake Bicaz (Lacu Izvorul Muntelui). An early-morning photo out over the misting lake in the distance is the stuff of Instagram legend.

Access the park via hiking trails that fan out from a base in Izvorul Muntelui, near Bicaz on the southeastern side, or from Durău in the north. Eight signposted walks of varying difficulty approach the peaks from various access points. Note that the trails covering the highest elevations are closed from October to April, and there’s a nominal fee (6 lei) to enter the park. The trails are accessible to climbers of moderate ability, though these are still serious mountains and the usual safety precautions apply: wear sturdy hiking shoes, check the weather before heading out and pack water and sunscreen.

The quickest route to the top begins near the village of Izvorul Muntelui. A blue-striped path brings you to Cabana Dochia, near the peak, in about four hours. Alternatively, a red-striped path from Durău covers the same elevation change in about five to six hours. The two trails allow for unique hikes during ascent and descent. The park maintains a couple of mountain chalets, Cabana Dochia and Cabana Fântânele, that allow hikers to stay overnight on their way to the peaks. Stop in at the Ceahlău National Park Visitor Centre for info on hikes and accommodation options. The office is located on Hwy 155F, just beyond Izvorul Muntelui.

Bicaz GorgesTIME from Piatra Neamţ: 1 HR [image: img]

Harrowingly narrow gorges

From the town of Bicaz, west of Piatra Neamţ, Hwy 12C leads through the Bicaz Gorges (Cheile Bicazului) on its way into Transylvania. Most people choose to drive this stretch, though it’s also possible to travel by bus. The main attractions here are the dramatic, 400m-high limestone cliffs that line the road and along which pine trees improbably cling. The road runs directly beneath overhanging rocks in the ‘Neck of Hell’ (Gâtul Iadului) section. A few kilometres west you cross into Transylvania’s Harghita County, with its pretty, popular Red Lake (Lacul Roşu). Stop here for a bite to eat or to hike or boat around the lake. The season runs from May to October and things pretty much shut down in winter.
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Bicaz Gorges | VICTOR MASCHEK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Bicaz Gorges belong to the Hăşmaş-Bicaz Gorges National Park, which maintains several dazzling hiking trails that start at Red Lake. The easiest walk is the mostly flat, scenic track, marked by a red cross (4km, one hour), that traces the perimeter of the lake. Another relatively easy trail, marked by a yellow triangle, circles back from the lake to the Bicaz Gorges (3.2km, one hour). Other, more demanding trails ascend the various surrounding peaks, and all offer stunning views. For something truly breathtaking, find the trail marked by a blue stripe that runs from the southern end of the lake to Poiana Albă at 1468m (8km, two hours). From here, the path continues onwards to the Hasmasul Mare peak (1793m) and the impossibly scenic mountain hut Piatra Singuratică, where you can stay the night.
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Hasmasul Mare | GASPAR JANOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE NATIONAL PARK

Cabana Dochia

Reachable by trail from Izvorul Muntelui and at 1750m, a godsend for hikers hoping to break the climb to the top. Provides dorm accommodation in four- to 14-bunk rooms. €

Cabana Fântânele

Mountain chalet on the northern side of the Ceahlău Massif, reachable by trail from Durău. Offers 80 beds, including multibunk dorms and private singles. €

Pensiunea Crudu

Simple, clean rooms, some en suite, are available at this old standby on the main road in Durău. €

Casa Luca

Pretty guesthouse, situated north of Durău along Hwy 155F, between the entrance to Ceahlău National Park and Lake Bicaz. €€




BEST PLACES TO EAT & SLEEP NEAR THE BICAZ GORGES

Păstrăvăria Gheorgheni

Popular Hungarian restaurant great for freshwater fish and grilled dishes. Located west of Red Lake, along Hwy 12C, in the direction of Gheorgheni. €€

Panorama

In Red Lake, enjoy coffee or lemonade from the lakeside terrace, or opt for something more substantial from the Hungarian-accented menu. €

Hotel Lacu Roşu

Well signposted, modern hotel situated 200m before Red Lake (approaching from the Bicaz Gorges). It offers big bouncy beds with mirrored headboards. The best attraction is the excellent restaurant. €€

Pensiunea Cheile Bicazului

Good-value, clean, no-frills pension situated amid the Bicaz Gorges, about 20km west of Bicaz. €



WHERE TO EAT NEAR CEAHLĂU NATIONAL PARK

Restaurant Antia

Arguably Durău’s best restaurant, with decent Romanian food, grilled fish and excellent papanași. €€

Păstrăvul Auriu

Specialises in trout and fresh-caught lake fish. Located between Bicaz and Lake Bicaz’s southern end. €€

La Fresca Restaurant & Pizza

Family-friendly pizza option, with an attractive terrace, on Durău’s main road. €

Agapia & Sihla Monasteries TIME FROM PIATRA NEAMţ: 50 MINS [image: img]

Visit working monasteries

North of Piatra Neamţ, several working monasteries open their doors to visitors and offer insights into the important role faith still plays in Romanian culture. Agapia Monastery (Mănăstirea Agapia), at the western end of Agapia village, is still an active nunnery. It offers relaxing gardens and an impressive facade, but most visitors come to see the interior frescoes painted by the Romanian master Nicolae Grigorescu from 1858 to 1861. Carry on by foot along a partly paved forest road to placid Sihla Monastery (Mănăstirea Sihla), 8km to the southwest. The remote location keeps the number of visitors to a trickle. Nearby, the venerated Cave of Pious St Teodora was where the eponymous nun lived for 60 years, sleeping on a rock slab.

Neamţ MonasteryTIME from Piatra Neamţ: 1 HR [image: img]

Enduring faith

The 14th-century Neamţ Monastery (Mănăstirea Neamţ), northwest of Târgu Neamţ, is Romania’s oldest and largest male monastery. Founded by Moldavian Prince Petru I Muşat (r 1375–91), it doubled as a protective citadel. Ştefan cel Mare built today’s large church in the 15th century, though some paintings date from Muşat’s time. The library, with 18,000 rare books, is the largest of any Romanian monastery.

Neamţ CitadelTIME from Piatra Neamţ: 1 HR [image: img]

Impregnable fortress

Make the 15-minute scramble to the top of the Neamţ Citadel (Cetatea Neamț) to see this massive 14th-century fortress. The structure was built by Prince Petru I Muşat, who hand-picked this lofty (480m-high), hard-to-reach location. The fortress successfully resisted attacks by Hungarians in 1395 and Turks in 1476 and was only conquered by Polish forces in 1691. It was innovative for both its deep moat and moveable bridge, supported on stone pillars. The fortress is located 2km west of Târgu Neamţ’s centre, following B-dul Ştefan cel Mare.


THE ROLE OF MONASTERIES & FORTRESSES

The presence of the Neamţ Citadel and the surrounding monasteries is closely related to the development of the Moldavian principality in the 14th and 15th centuries. Indeed, there are more monasteries per capita here than in any other part of Romania.

During this early period, control over Moldavia was hotly contested between the then-expanding Hungarian and Polish kingdoms, both of which were looking to use the principality as a buffer from Tatar and Ottoman incursions. The citadel, in battle, proved to be nearly invincible. Despite these successes, by the 16th century the Ottomans managed to subdue Moldavia and transform it into a vassal state.

During the Ottoman occupation the monasteries played a key role in preserving Moldavia’s cultural and religious rites.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR THE NEAMŢ COUNTY MONASTERIES

Aristocratis

Snazzy four-star pension offering spotless rooms in a beautiful rural setting, 4km east of Târgu Neamţ. €€€

Pensiunea Eden

Updated farmhouse, situated just outside Agapia village, 5km south of Târgu Neamţ. €€

Pensiunea Nadine

Simple accommodation in a pretty forested area, 2km from Agapia Monastery. €



Suceava

Immense fortress | Monastery gateway
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Suceava might just be Moldavia’s homeliest big city – don’t judge a book by its cover. Beyond the insensitive, communist-era development and confusing street plan, the city’s small, pedestrianised centre has been spruced up nicely in recent years, and the hotels and restaurants are the best in the area. Suceava is a major transport node for the whole of Bucovina and a useful, affordable base for visiting the celebrated monasteries. The city’s most important sight, the ruins of its impressive citadel, is a testament to Suceava’s role in the 14th to 16th centuries, when it served as Moldavia’s capital. Don’t miss the nearby monasteries at Probota and Mitocul Dragomirnei.

Suceava thrived for centuries along the important Lviv–Istanbul trading route. Stagnation followed in the late 17th century with a series of Turkish invasions. A century later, Austria-Hungary took over and the city gradually lost its standing to rival Iaşi.


GETTING AROUND

Suceava is a sprawling city with a tiny, walkable centre. Public buses, taxis and rideshares are the best ways of moving around.

The city has two main train stations, Gara Suceava and Gara Nord. Both are roughly 5km north of the centre and accessible by taxi or bus. The main bus station, Gara Tasa, is also north of the centre. Frequent buses and maxitaxis depart from here to Gura Humorului and other destinations close to the Painted Monasteries.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Suceava Citadel

EXPERIENCES

2 Bucovinian Village Museum

3 National Museum of Bucovina




[image: ] TOP TIP

Several Suceava companies offer tours of the Painted Monasteries, as well as more ambitious excursions to Neamţ County, Transylvania and, in peacetime, Ukraine. Without your own wheels, a guided tour is the most efficient way of visiting the monasteries.



Climb Up to the Citadel

Impressive medieval ruins

If you catch a nice day, hike up to Suceava’s rugged, abandoned 14th-century fortress. The Suceava Citadel (Cetatea de Scaun) is the stuff of legend. It successfully withstood multiple attacks, including one by Ottoman Sultan Mehmed II in 1475, just 22 years after his conquest of Constantinople (Istanbul). The original fortress was dubbed ‘Muşat’s Fortress’ (after founder Petru II Muşat). Its eight square towers were surrounded by trenches. Moldavian leader Ştefan cel Mare later added the 4m-thick, 33m-high walls that strengthened its defences and foiled the archers outside. The exasperated Ottomans finally blew it up in 1675; a century later, home builders were still pillaging the ruins.

In recent years, the fortress has gotten a high-tech makeover, allowing visitors to learn about the structure’s history through clever video presentations and hands-on touchscreen exhibits. The fortress comes alive in August with the popular Suceava Festival of Medieval Arts. Find a marked footpath leading to the citadel starting next to a McDonald’s restaurant (at Str Ana Ipătescu 10A). The walk takes about 20 minutes (it’s 250 steps to the top).

Next to the Suceava Citadel, peek in at the small Bucovinian Village Museum (Muzeul Satului Bucovinean), which displays relocated traditional homes from around Bucovina, complete with their original furnishings, accessories and appliances.

Monastery & Horse Rides

Rough-hewn Dragomirna

North of Suceava, in Mitocul Dragomirnei, combine a monastery visit with some horse riding in the surrounding pastureland. The impressive Dragomirna Monastery (Mănăstirea Dragomirna) was founded in the early 1600s and built from rough-hewn stone. The appearance gives it more the impression of a fortress church than the nearby Painted Monasteries. Note the intricate rope lacing around the midsection of the church exterior. This represents the Holy Trinity and short-lived unification of the Moldavian, Wallachian and Transylvanian principalities in 1600.

Not far from the monastery, Equestrian Dreams offers horse rides; booked in advance. See the facebook .com/ Dragomirna .herghelie .cai for contact details.


TWIN FORTRESSES

The Suceava Citadel shares much in common with the Neamţ Citadel, 60km to the south. Both successfully fended off attacks from outside invaders and were instrumental in preserving a degree of Moldavian autonomy during the centuries of Ottoman occupation.



WHERE TO STAY IN SUCEAVA

Hotel Sonnenhof

This fancy four-star place, located 3km from town, serves relaxing, high-end breakfasts on the garden terrace. €€€

Hotel Balada

Extensively refurbished historic hotel. Rooms stylishly show off period details such as high ceilings. Uncommonly good value. €€

Provence Suceava

Residential property situated in a forested area not far from the centre. Friendly owners and a commitment to sustainability. €

Learn Some Bucovinian History

Ştefan’s ‘Hall of Thrones’

Suceava’s leading museum, the National Museum of Bucovina (Muzeul Național al Bucovinei; muzeulbucovinei.ro), is a primer on what to expect on your journey deeper into Bucovina. The displays here range from Bronze Age finds to the present day, and highlight Moldavia’s famous rulers. Centre stage, suitably enough, belongs to Moldavian prince and national hero, Ştefan cel Mare, and the exhibitions include a recreation of Ştefan’s ‘Hall of Thrones’ as well as period coinage and armour. The exhibits on Suceava’s role in the two World Wars and the communist period are particularly interesting.
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Visit Probota Monastery

UNESCO site

South of Suceava, the Probota Monastery (Mănăstirea Probota) numbers among the eight churches and monasteries that make up Moldavia’s UNESCO World Heritage site – but receives a fraction of the visitors of the better-known Painted Monasteries. The monastery was built in 1530 under ruler Peter IV Rareș (1483–1546), Ştefan cel Mare’s illegitimate son and a successful leader in his own right. The mausoleum holds the remains of Rareș and his family. While it’s admittedly not as striking as the Painted Monasteries, Probota has its own significant internal and external frescoes dating from the 16th century. Many of these, sadly, were painted over in the 19th century, and work is ongoing to restore the artworks to their original state. Probota is 50km south of Suceava and accessible by train (plus a 2km walk) from Suceava’s Gara Nord.


LOCAL FAVOURITES

[image: jpg]

Paula Nimigean lives in Suceava. She’s a legal consultant during the week and a mushroom-picking enthusiast on weekends.

These are my three favourite spots in the city for a coffee or bite to eat:

Eker

The burgers are juicy and flavourful, the cocktails are creative and refreshing, and the homemade ice cream is simply divine. Located in the centre.

Camera cu Cafea

A cosy cafe that also happens to have its own roastery, so you can enjoy freshly roasted beans. The desserts are delicious, with a variety of options to choose from.

Royal Sweets

Another popular pastry joint, with a tempting array of delicious cakes and pastries, including some vegan options. My tip: don’t miss the choux au craquelin, with salted caramel.



WHERE TO EAT IN SUCEAVA

Latino

Arguably Suceava’s best restaurant, with refined Italian cooking and attentive (if not always prompt) service. €€

Mozaik

The Hotel Sonnenhof’s sublime garden restaurant is a relaxing spot. Book in advance, especially on weekends. €€€

Apropos

Central, local fave for coffee, homemade lemonade and very good sandwiches, light bites and breakfasts. €



Beyond Suceava
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The wildly colourful frescoes of the Painted Monasteries compete with forested hillsides and bucolic beauty for the attention of visitors.


North and west of Suceava, deeper into Bucovina, a half-dozen beautifully frescoed, UNESCO-protected monasteries number among Romania’s leading attractions. The monasteries are not simply works of art in their own right but are deeply tied to the rule of 15th-century Moldavian leader Ştefan cel Mare and the region’s cultural and religious struggle against the Ottoman Empire. The setting, amid forested hills and tiny villages, couldn’t be lovelier. Beyond these historical monasteries, villagers carry on with traditional folkways – creating painted eggs and the area’s unique, black-glazed pottery – and are happy to share their craft with visitors. The many guesthouses here are among the nicest in the country, and this is one place to plan an extended stay.
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Places

Bucovina’s Painted Monasteries

Rădăuţi to Putna

Gura Humorului


GETTING AROUND

Regular trains and maxitaxis make the run from Suceava to the central town of Gura Humorului, and buses connect the larger towns within the region. That said, a car (or guided tour with transport) is the easiest and most efficient way of getting around and making your way to the Painted Monasteries. Buses run to Rădăuţi and from here on to Putna.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Book accommodation and tours well in advance. The roads get particularly crowded in mid-August.





Explore the Painted Monasteries By Car

[image: jpg]

Bucovina’s Painted Monasteries are Moldavia’s top cultural draw. Dazzling frescoes run from top to bottom in churches where monks and nuns follow traditional Orthodox vigils and services. On either a round-trip circuit or an organised tour from Suceava, visiting the five most spectacular monasteries is achievable in a day. For a more leisurely tour, overnight at a rural guesthouse.

Leaving Suceava, take the southwest road for 50km (one hour) towards the town of Gura Humorului and 1 Humor Monastery. Along with elaborate frescoes, this fortified monastery’s tower offers nice views. Continue on the south side of the Gura Humorului road for 10km (20 minutes) to 2 Voroneţ Monastery, a spectacular structure known for its unique blue paint and detailed fresco of The Last Judgement. From here, head west and then northwest (35km, 45 minutes), passing through Vatra Moldoviţei, to 3 Moldoviţa Monastery, a pretty place known for its frescoes The Story of Jesus’ Life and The Siege of Constantinople. Backtrack to Vatra Moldoviţei and continue northeast on a winding mountain road, peaking at 1100m Ciumârna Pass, dubbed ‘Palma’. You’ll find great views and local vendors selling crafts and natural products. Continue northeast for 10km to 4 Popas Turistic Bucovina, a popular lunch stop. Another 4km north is 5 Suceviţa Monastery, with paintings including The Ladder of Virtues and The Genealogy of Jesus. Travel 6km on the road back to Suceava to pass through Marginea, known for its unique black pottery, available at 6 AF Magopat Gheorghe, where potters work traditional wheels from Monday to Saturday. On the return to Suceava (50km, one hour), don’t forget tiny 7 Arbore Monastery, whose smaller scale allows for a closer inspection of the beautifully preserved internal frescoes.





TOP SIGHT
Bucovina’s Painted Monasteries


The group of painted monasteries scattered over a large swathe of Bucovina, are among the most distinctive in all Christendom. They’re cherished not only for their beauty and quality of artisanship, but also for their endurance over the centuries and overall cultural significance. The monasteries date mainly from the 15th and 16th centuries, a time when Orthodox Moldavia was battling against the expanding Ottoman Empire. The colourful external frescoes are the main attractions. These wall paintings served as both expressions of faith and an effective method of conveying Biblical stories to a parish of mostly illiterate soldiers and peasants. Don’t pass up the rich interiors, though, where every nook and cranny is filled with religious and cultural symbolism. Most monasteries also have a smaller museum tucked away within the grounds. The monasteries are best explored by car or via a guided tour. The five main monasteries are listed here in alphabetical order.
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Scan this QR code for further details about the Painted Monasteries.
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Arbore Monastery

Arbore Monastery (Mănăstirea Arbore), in the village of Arbore, receives a fraction of the visitors of the other Painted Monasteries and hence feels more private and special. The small scale allows you to study the paintings up close to appreciate the skills and techniques involved. The monastery dates from 1503 and was the brainchild of local nobleman Luca Arbore. It took about five months to build and four decades to paint. The tiny interior consists of just three chambers. The chamber nearest the altar has a particularly well preserved votive painting (on the facing wall) of Arbore and his family offering the church to God. The tombs of Arbore and his family sit in another chamber.


MONASTERY RULES

Visitors to the monasteries are encouraged to observe a few common-sense rules – the main one being that guests should act and dress ‘respectfully’. In practice, this means no short pants for men and covered shoulders and longer skirts or pants for women. If you turn up in shorts, cover yourself with one of the capes or cloaks hanging on pegs near the entrances.

Visitors are usually allowed to take photos of the exteriors, but interior photography is off limits. Normally, a single admission fee (adult/child 10/5 lei) gives access to the churches, gardens and museums.



Humor Monastery

Founded by Chancellor Theodor Bubuiog under Moldavian Prince Petru Rareş, Humor Monastery (Mănăstirea Humor), built in 1530, is surrounded by ramparts, with a three-level brick-and-wood lookout tower. The narrow walls enclosing the last stretch of stairway were designed so that defending soldiers could kill attacking Turks one by one. Humor’s predominantly red-and-brown exterior frescoes (1535) are divided topically. On the southern wall’s left-hand side the Virgin Mary is commemorated; on the right, St Nicholas’ life and miracles are captured.
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MONASTERY COLOURS & FRESCOES

The Painted Monasteries often depict the same stories and images, but some monasteries are more strongly associated with particular colours or frescoes. Use the following details as a guide.

Arbore Monastery

Representative colour: green

Famous fresco: Scenes from the Book of Genesis that adorn the western exterior wall

Humor Monastery

Representative colours: red and brown

Famous frescoes: The Annunciation, The Life of St Nicholas

Moldoviţa Monastery

Representative colour: yellow

Famous frescoes: The Siege of Constantinople, The Story of Jesus’ Life

Suceviţa Monastery

Representative colour: green

Famous frescoes: The Genealogy of Jesus, The Ladder of Virtues, The Story of Moses’ Life

Voroneţ Monastery

Representative colour: blue

Famous fresco: The Last Judgement



Moldoviţa Monastery

Built in 1532, Moldoviţa Monastery (Mănăstirea Moldoviţa) occupies a fortified quadrangular enclosure with tower, gates and well tended lawns. The central painted church has been partly restored and features impressive frescoes from 1537. The southern exterior wall depicts the 626 CE siege of Constantinople under a combined Persian-Avar attack. The besiegers are depicted in Turkish dress – keeping parishioners concentrated on the then-contemporary foe. Inside the sanctuary, on a wall facing the carved iconostasis, a pious Prince Petru Rareş offers the church to Christ. The monastery’s museum displays Rareş’ original throne.

Suceviţa Monastery

Suceviţa Monastery (Mănăstirea Sucevița), built from 1582 to 1601, is the largest Bucovina monastery. It’s perhaps best known for its exterior fresco The Ladder of Virtues, with its 32 steps to heaven, near the main entry. It exhorts priests to righteous behaviour and to avoid the unfortunate fate of the clerics depicted tumbling from the ladder due to their sins. The church’s tomb room contains the coffins of monastery founders Simion and Ieremia Movilă. The continuity of the Old and New Testaments is emphasised on the southern exterior wall, where a tree grows from the reclining figure of Jesse, flanked by ancient Greek philosophers. The Virgin, depicted as a Byzantine princess, stands nearby, with angels holding a red veil over her head. The western wall is bare. Legend says the fatal plunge of the artist from the scaffolding here dissuaded other painters.

Voroneţ Monastery

Built in just three months and three weeks by Ştefan cel Mare following a key 1488 victory over the Turks, Voroneţ Monastery (Mănăstirea Voroneţ) is widely considered the masterpiece of the bunch. It’s the only painted monastery that has an internationally recognised colour associated with it. ‘Voroneţ Blue’, a vibrant cerulean hue created from lapis lazuli and other ingredients, is prominent in its frescoes. A 2011 fresco restoration in the entryway revealed the incredible quality of these paintings even more clearly. The wondrous size, scope and detail of The Last Judgement, which fills the entire exterior western wall, has earned near-universal accolades as being the most marvellous of the Bucovina frescoes. Angels at the top roll up the zodiac signs, indicating the end of time, while humanity is brought to judgement in the middle. On the left, St Paul escorts the believers, while a stern Moses takes the nonbelievers on the right. Heaven and the Garden of Eden are on the bottom left, the Resurrection is on the bottom right.


Best Tours for Seeing the Monasteries 

Explore Bucovina

Goup tours of the Painted Monasteries as well as trips to the working monasteries and attractions in neighbouring Neamţ County, and to Transylvania and Maramureș (explorebucovina.com).

Hello Bucovina

Offers a wide variety of tours, including day trips to the Painted Monasteries and other regional sights (hellobucovina.com).

Painted Monasteries of Bucovina

Knowledgeable guided tours led by Suceava local Sorin Fodor, with one- and two-day Bucovina tours as well as longer trips to Transylvania and Maramureș (painted monasteries.ro).



WHERE TO EAT NEAR THE PAINTED MONASTERIES

Antique

Unexpectedly elegant restaurant in Rădăuţi. It’s worth a special trip – the chefs aim for something higher than traditional cooking. €€€

Popasul Domnesc

This beautiful, modern resort in Voroneț has an excellent restaurant with a terrace overlooking Voroneț Monastery. Book in advance. €€

Casa Humor

In Gura Humorului, offering delicious traditional food, local cheeses and a memorable version of the classic Romanian dessert papanași. €€



Rădăuţi to PutnaTIME from suceava: 50 MINS [image: img]

Monasteries and distinctive pottery

After you’ve seen the main monasteries, head to the small market town of Rădăuţi and neighbouring Marginea to visit the region’s oldest church and discover Bucovina’s unique pottery. Rădăuţi’s Bogdana Monastery (Mănăstirea Bogdana) was built by Prince Bogdan I and dates from the mid-14th century. The mausoleum here holds the remains of eight early Moldavian rulers and their families, including Bogdan I, Latcu, Roman Muşat and Ştefan I. Opposite, the Museum of Bucovina Folk Techniques (Muzeul Etnografic ‘Samuil și Eugenia Ioneț’), Moldavia’s oldest ethnographic museum, displays over 1000 items, including regional pottery. Tiny Marginea, 9km west of Rădăuţi, produces a unique black pottery, made with a technique dating to Neolithic times. Here, the company AF Magopat Gheorghe (ceramicamarginea.ro) showcases the last traditional potters in action.

If you’ve got room for one more monastery, Putna, 28km northwest of Rădăuţi, is one of Romania’s most important working monasteries. It was built in the 1460s by Ştefan cel Mare to mark his victory over the Turks at Chilia. While Putna lacks spectacular frescoes, its royal inhabitants (Ştefan cel Mare is buried here) keep it close to the Romanian heart. About 2km from Putna, Daniel the Hermit’s Cave (Chilia lui Daniil Sihastrul) contains a wooden table and memorial plaque to the 15th-century hermit and seer Daniel Dimitru.

Gura HumoruluiTIME from suceava: 50 MINS [image: img]

Romania’s longest zip line

Bucovina is not just churches and monasteries. At the Mega Tiroliana Bucovina, south of Gura Humorului in Ariniș Park, ride a chairlift to the top and soar on a high-altitude zipline over the fields and forests far below. The travel company Bucovina Outdoor Adventure (bucovinaoutdooradventure.ro) can arrange trips to the zip line as well as other fun pursuits, like glamping and kayaking.


THE LAND OF BEECHES

Bucolic Bucovina is dotted with slant-roofed village houses and lovely groves of beech trees (the name ‘Bucovina’ derives from the ancient Slavic root for ‘beech’).

Though historically linked to Moldavia and leader Ştefan cel Mare, Bucovina has always enjoyed something of a separate identity. In 1775 the region was annexed and occupied by the Austrian Habsburgs, until the end of WWI. During WWII the northern part of Bucovina was claimed by the Soviet Union, and remains part of modern-day Ukraine.

As in neighbouring Maramureș, you’ll encounter old women in colourful, traditional dress, fearless children riding horses, and enterprising locals scouring the forest for mushrooms. Given the province’s ethnic and geographic diversity, it’s sometimes referred to as the ‘Switzerland of the East’.



WHERE TO SLEEP NEAR THE PAINTED MONASTERIES

Casa Colinița

Pretty pension 6km from Moldoviţa Monastery with great food, organised walks and craft workshops. €

Acasă în Bucovina

Upscale farmhouse lodging southeast of Gura Humorului. Horses and buggy rides will be a treat for kids. €€

Casa Verde

Traditional Voroneț guesthouse with friendly owners, a five-minute walk to the monastery. €€



Câmpulung Moldovenesc

Pretty hikes | Downhill skiing
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Whether you’re crossing the Carpathians from Transylvania or Maramureş into Bucovina or vice versa, chances are you’ll pass through the small city of Câmpulung Moldovenesc. And while Câmpulung doesn’t often appear on travel itineraries, the town has an excellent restaurant and some decent places to put in for the night. It’s also a convenient jumping-off point for hiking into the Rarău Massif, a dramatic outcropping of the Eastern Carpathian Mountains that rises to the south of the town. The massif is accessible by road or hiking trail from May to October, with the most popular trails leading south from Câmpulung or the neighbouring village of Pojorâta. Highlights of a hike or drive include unusual limestone rock formations, most notably the beloved ‘Lady’s Rocks’, and dramatic vistas over steep, deep-green valleys. Câmpulung lies just west of the Painted Monasteries and serves as a good base for exploring those, too.


GETTING AROUND

Câmpulung Moldovenesc is small and walkable. Hiking trails lead from the middle of town south into the Rarău Massif. The town sits astride important transport routes. Buses and highways lead westward to destinations in both Transylvania (via Vatra Dornei) and Maramureş (via the scenic Prislop Pass). Daily trains and maxitaxis travel eastwards toward Gura Humorului and Suceava.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Havre Gah Synagogue

2 Jewish Cemetery

3 Wood Arts Museum

ACTIVITIES

4 Lady’s Rocks

5 Rarău Ski Resort

6 Slătioara Forest Reservation

7 Todirescu Reservation

SLEEPING

8 Hotel Alpin Rarău




[image: ] TOP TIP

Don’t head out into the Rarău Massif without a decent hiking map. Câmpulung Moldovenesc’s Tourist Information Centre (located in the centre on Str Ion Hălăuceanu; cnipt-raraul.ro) has maps for sale and dispenses helpful information on local conditions, hikes and places to stay the night.



Conquer the Rarău Massif

Lovely ‘Lady’s Rocks’

The highest peak here, Rarău, at 1651m, is lower than many other Romanian ranges and accessible to anyone in good shape (note, however, the standard safety precautions apply: get an early start, wear sturdy boots, pack water and sunscreen, watch the weather and let people know where you’re going).

Several trails depart from either Câmpulung or Pojorâta, 10km to the west. From Câmpulung, a moderately difficult marked trail takes you up to the Hotel Alpin Rarău, near the peak and convenient for an overnight stay, in around six hours. From here, the trail continues onwards for another 30 minutes to the Lady’s Rocks (Pietrele Doamnei), a striking limestone formation that was formed tens of millions of years ago when the area was covered by the vast Cretaceous Sea. From the Hotel Alpin Rarău, a trail marked by red stripes and triangles leads to the deep-woods Slătioara Forest Reservation (Codrul secular Slătioara), with a small patch of virgin forest, undisturbed by civilisation. From here, another trail (red triangles) heads to the Todirescu Reservation (Fânațele montane Todirescu) of protected mountain grasslands.

If you have your own wheels, you can drive to the Hotel Alpin Rarău and hike from here to the Lady’s Rocks. The drive takes 30 minutes along the Transrarău highway (marked Hwy DJ175B) from Pojorâta (look for signs to ‘Rarău’). From the hotel, it’s possible to continue by road (marked Hwy DJ175A) another 10km south to Chiril village, from where you can push on towards Vatra Dornei and Transylvania or to Maramureş. Winter conditions can close the road from late October to April.

Stop in at the Wood Arts Museum

Woodworking skills in Bucovina

Over the centuries, the residents of heavily forested Bucovina developed keen woodworking skills. This traditional ingenuity for all thing wooden is on display at the Wood Arts Museum (Muzeul Arta Lemnului; muzeulartalemnului.ro). Exhibits display finely crafted farm and industrial equipment, furniture, musical instruments, toys, sculpture and loads of other items.


BEST RARăU MASSIF HIKE
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Diana Podașcă lives in Câmpulung Moldovenesc. She is a psychologist and president of an NGO active in promoting mental health. This is her favourite hike in the Rarău Massif.

I first fell in love with Câmpulung and the Rarău Massif, especially the area’s magical energy and refreshing air, while on a hike some years ago. My favourite walk starts at the top of the slope of the Rarău ski resort. From here, I follow a marked path through the woods and head for a secret mine. The hike ends at the top of the Lady’s Rocks for a breathtaking sunset view. Make sure to stop at the ‘Şoimului’ stone if you’re in the area. Your eyes and heart will thank me later for that.



Hit the Slopes

Skiing and snowboarding

The small Rarău Ski Resort (rarauskiresort.ro), with just one lift, makes up for its size with decent slopes and pretty mountain vistas. The season normally runs from late December through March. Be sure to plan your visit for a weekday, as weekends get impossibly crowded and the road (Hwy DJ175A) leading up to the resort from Câmpulung Moldovenesc is busy and narrow. There’s skiing and snowboarding equipment for rent.

Explore Jewish Câmpulung

Historic synagogue and cemetery

As in other neighbouring Bucovina towns, including Gura Humorului and Rădăuți, the Jewish community in Câmpulung Moldovenesc enjoys a long, storied tradition. The first documented Jewish residents date from the 17th century, but the Jewish presence goes back two centuries earlier. By the beginning of the 20th century, the number of Jewish residents was about 3500, around a fifth of the total population. See the remains of this once-vibrant community at the surviving Havre Gah Synagogue (Sinagoga Havre Gah; Str Arboroasa 1), built in neoclassical style in the late-19th century, and the sprawling, walled-off Jewish Cemetery (Cimitirul evreiesc), near the corner of Str Tudor Vladimirescu and Str Simion Florea Marian. During WWII, when Romania was allied to Nazi Germany, Jewish residents were stripped of their possessions and deported to harsh labour camps in Transdniestr, in modern-day Moldova. These days the Jewish population numbers just a handful.


MORE ABOUT THE HOLOCAUST

Iaşi’s House of Museums exhibits photos and documents showing the horrors of the Holocaust during WWII, and how those tragic events affected Jewish life in this part of Romania.




BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN CâMPULUNG MOLDOVENESC

Q’usine

An unexpected touch of urban sophistication in rustic Câmpulung. The menu offers a nice selection of steaks, lamb and duck, and there’s a carefully chosen wine list and a terrace for dining alfresco. €€

Hanul Păstrăvarului

This traditional restaurant serves excellent grilled and fried river fish as well as Moldavian and Romanian specialities. Located along the Transrarău highway heading south towards the Cabana Rarău, 4km outside the village of Pojorâta. €€

Sir John

The best spot in Câmpulung to grab a beer, wine or cocktail. The owners are cocktail aficionados and the results show it. €



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND CÂMPULUNG MOLDOVENESC

Eden Hotel

Oasis-like complex, 1km east of Câmpulung, with a variety of rooms, large bathrooms and hydromassage tubs. €€€

Colț de Austria

Well maintained hotel and guesthouse in Câmpulung’s centre. Choose an inn room not the noisy bungalows. €€

Hotel Alpin Rarău

High-altitude (1520m) Rarău Massif mountain lodge, ideal for hikers. Rooms are simple but well kept. €€





THE DANUBE DELTA & BLACK SEA COAST
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PEACEFUL DELTA, RAUCOUS BEACHES


The natural serenity of the Danube delta, moving south, gives way to a pulsating summer-time beach scene.
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‘Dobrogea’ | AALTAIR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The area of Romania east of the Danube, beyond where the river abruptly diverts northward towards the delta, and along the Black Sea in many ways feels like the least ‘Romanian’ part of the country. This region, traditionally called ‘Dobrogea’, for centuries was populated by a diverse mix of Turks, Tatars, Bulgarians, Ukrainians and Lippovani/Old Believers. This latter group refers to Eastern Orthodox Russians who migrated here in the 17th century. The area only formally became part of Romania in the late 19th century. To the north, the sprawling Danube delta features a fantastic, tangled network of ever-eroding canals, riverbeds and wetlands. Come here to discover remote fishing villages, miles of quiet, reed-lined water channels, stretches of deserted coast, and one of the world’s great sanctuaries for migrating birds. Along the coast, below Tulcea, the population thins out and gives way to antiquity. The early Greeks and Romans, and later the Genoese, built settlements and fortresses that endure in the form of noble rocks, ruins and stretches of wild beach. The vibe changes completely in the south, around Constanţa. Here, massive beach resorts extend north and south of city. The Romanian shoreline, admittedly, isn’t quite as nice as Bulgaria’s. No matter, resorts like Mamaia and Vama Veche, in July and August, draw thousands of holidaymakers to slather on the sunscreen and swim in the Black Sea’s blue water.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Tulcea

Gateway to the delta.

Constanţa

Historic port city.



Find Your Way


Cars are banned from much of the delta; ferries and water taxis are the only ways of getting around. Elsewhere, driving is easy. Trains and buses bring holidaymakers to the southern beach resorts from all around Romania.
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Plan Your Time


Navigating the delta waterways by boat is slow-going; budget sufficient time and keep your ambitions in check. Outside the delta, highways and bus networks are decent and it’s possible to cover ground quickly.
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Pressed for Time

• Pick what tickles your fancy – a quiet sojourn in nature or a rowdy beach. If the former, head to Tulcea and hire a boat for a day trip into the delta. If you’ve got an extra day, take the Navrom passenger ferry for an overnight stay at Sfântu Gheorghe or Sulina. If it’s beach time, Vama Veche offers unbridled partying; Mamaia is a popular package resort.




5 Days to Explore

• From Tulcea, take the ferry to peaceful Sfântu Gheorghe and spend two days exploring the delta and coast. Back in Tulcea, head south to the dramatic ruins of the 14th-century Genoese Enisala Fortress and ancient Greek settlement at Histria. Spend two days in Constanţa, one to see the city’s sights and the next a beach trip to Mamaia or Vama Veche.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

Cool mornings are ideal for boating the wetlands. On 1 May, Romanians head to coastal resorts and the too-cold-to-swim Black Sea.

SUMMER

Black Sea resorts hit their peak (and peak-party) seasons. Expect crowds and traffic jams. Book hotels far, far in advance.

AUTUMN

Early September is ideal. The crowds are gone, but summer sunshine and warm temperatures linger on.

WINTER

The coastal and delta resorts shutter for the season and any surviving action shifts to big cities like Constanţa.



Tulcea

boat trips | Back-to-nature seclusion
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Romania’s workaday Danube port of Tulcea (pronounced tool-cha) is the largest city in the region and the main entryway for accessing the delta. While it’s not a particularly attractive place, Tulcea boasts a pleasant riverside promenade with pretty views out over the Danube. In warm weather (May to September), the promenade is lined with private boat operators offering a variety of excursions on slow boats, speedboats and pontoon boats into the delta; the operators are more than happy to tailor tours to meet special interests, such as fishing, food or birdwatching. The city itself has a fascinating history and for centuries served as a melting pot for the region’s diverse communities of Turks, Russians, Ukrainians, Old-Believers, Bulgarians and others. The area to the east of the port is a traditional Turkish quarter. Indeed, follow Str Independenţei to the tall minaret of the 1863 Moscheia Azizie. The city’s modest museums show off both the delta’s natural splendour as well as this interesting cultural mix.


GETTING AROUND

Tulcea is easy to reach by bus. The bus station is on the western end of the promenade near the passenger-ferry terminal and within walking distance of hotels and restaurants. To access points within the delta, the state-run ferry operator Navrom (navromdelta.ro) operates big, year-round passenger ferries that depart from a port at the western end of Tulcea’s promenade. Buy tickets on the Navrom website or in person at the Navrom Terminal. Alternatively, more-expensive water taxis run from the Tulcea promenade to places such as Sulina and Sfântu Gheorghe.



[image: map]


EXPERIENCES

1 Central Eco-Tourism Museum of the Danube Delta

2 Fine Arts Museum

3 Folk Art & Ethnographic Museum

4 History & Archaeology Museum

SLEEPING

5 Hotel Condor

6 Hotel Delta

7 Hotel Select

EATING

8 Ivan Pescar

9 La Liman

TRANSPORT

10 Tulcea Tourist Information Centre

11 Commuter boat to Tudor Vladimirescu

12 Navrom Ferry Terminal
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If you travel anywhere else within the Biosphere Reserve, purchase a visitor’s pass (5 lei) from the Tourist Information Centre (Str Gării 26), hotels or online (permise.ddbra.ro). Romania Tourism (romaniatourism.com/danube-delta.html) has a wealth of information.



Visit the Museums

Natural and cultural treasures

Tulcea’s museums are clustered together in an older neighbourhood to the east of the port (behind the Hotel Delta). All the museums share a common website (icemtl.ro), with good English commentary.

Start off at the cream of the crop, the modern Central Eco-Tourism Museum of the Danube Delta (Centrul Muzeal Ecoturistic Delta Dunării). This combined museum-aquarium serves as an excellent primer on the delta’s varied flora and fauna, and displays around two dozen species of fish that are indigenous to the delta and Black Sea. It’s a treat for kids.

The nearby Folk Art & Ethnographic Museum (Muzeul de Etnografie și Artă Populară) displays the ethnic and cultural diversity of the delta, and the interactions of Romanians with the many other ethnic groups that have lived and worked here together for centuries. You’ll find some signage in English, though you can get the general idea without too much linguistic help. The setting is a grand interwar building (from 1927) that once housed the headquarters of the Romanian National Bank. Also close by, the Fine Arts Museum (Muzeul de Artă) boasts over 700 wood and glass icons and a large collection of Romanian paintings and sculptures, including some surrealist and avant-garde works.

On a hill that rises to the northeast – look for the large ‘Tulcea’ sign (not unlike the famous ‘Hollywood’ sign) – the History & Archaeology Museum (Muzeul de Istorie și Arheologie) goes deep into the town’s ancient origins. The museum is situated on the site of the former Aegyssus fortress, built at the end of the 4th century BCE. Exhibits show off extensive findings from the Roman occupation and even more fascinating artefacts of pre-Roman civilisations going back 6000 years.

WHERE TO EAT IN TULCEA

Ivan Pescar

Very good traditional fish soup, as well as grilled fish, and various stews and seafood concoctions. €€

La Liman

Close to the bus station; nothing fancy but decent local specialities, plus plenty of fish offerings. €

Restaurant Select

Varied menu offers fresh fish, pizza and a local speciality, tochitura dobrogeana (fried meat with spicy sauce). €€

Hire a Pleasure Boat

Visit isolated fishing villages

From May to September, Tulcea’s riverside promenade is lined end-to-end with private boat operators, all offering a similar mix of excursions on both slow and fast boats to popular spots within the delta. We’ve listed some of our favourites, but the best plan may be simply to walk the promenade and talk to and get to know the operators and captains. They’re usually happy to amend excursions to meet any special interests (like fishing, swimming, birdwatching). The Tulcea Tourist Information Centre has maps and can also help plan trips and choose operators. Some popular destinations in the delta include ‘Mila 23’ – a beautiful fishing village north of the delta’s Sulina channel. Longer tours from here carry on to the wonderfully preserved village of Letea, known for its wild horses. Day-long trips, including meals, can be arranged to more-distant spots, such as Chilia Veche (following the delta’s northern shipping channel), Sulina (the central channel) and Sfântu Gheorghe (the southern channel). Sulina trips are especially popular and usually include a visit to the town beach. Prices are often negotiable and vary according to the length of time, type of boat and number of passengers.
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Nip Over to Tudor Vladimirescu

Get your feet wet

A small municipal commuter boat runs regularly from the middle of Tulcea’s promenade to the tiny village of Tudor Vladimirescu on the Danube’s opposite bank. This is a quick and easy way to get your feet wet on the river if you don’t have a lot of time for exploring. Tudor Vladimirescu is a pleasant place to ramble, with a couple of welcoming guesthouses and a clean, well run campsite and restaurant.


BEST TOUR BOAT OPERATORS

Wild Travel

(wildtravel.ro) Runs slow and fast-boat tours throughout the delta, with a special focus on birdwatching.

Deeper Blue

(deeperblue.ro) Offers a good variety of day-long out-and-backs from Tulcea port.

Ibis Tours

(bistours.ro) Arranges wildlife and birdwatching tours in the delta and Dobrogea led by professional ornithologists .

Safca Delta Tours

(egretamica.ro) Popular seven-hour ‘slow’ tour includes a fish lunch or an all-day ‘hyper’ trip to Sulina that includes a visit to the beach.



WHERE TO STAY IN TULCEA

Hotel Condor

Modern high-rise, opened in 2023, and still with that clean, ‘new car’ smell. Good location, 200m from the promenade. €€

Hotel Select

Decent value pick. The biggest selling points are the friendly staff and good in-house restaurant. €€

Hotel Delta

Three- and four-star accom-modation in adjoining buildings towards the eastern end of the port. Has a very nice pool. €€€



Beyond Tulcea
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The delta stretches eastwards to the Black Sea; the land to the south is dotted by fishing villages and ruins of long-departed civilisations.


Tulcea is a natural jumping-off point for moving deeper into the delta. There are literally dozens of possibilities. Two Black Sea coastal towns, Sulina and Sfântu Gheorghe, at the delta’s far-eastern ends, offer excellent pensions, restaurants and beaches yet retain a remote, cut-off feel. Both make good bases for exploring the delta’s hidden channels and quaint fishing villages. Sfântu Gheorghe and other spots feature tastefully renovated fisherman’s houses or ‘eco-resorts’, where you can pair your adventure with high-end amenities. In addition to the delta’s water-based highlights, the area south of Tulcea is filled with wonderfully preserved, abandoned settlements, such as the grand Enisala Fortress or the ancient Greek ruins at Histria, considered to be Romania’s oldest town.
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Places

Sfântu Gheorghe

Sulina

Gura Portiței

Enisala to Histria


GETTING AROUND

Hop on a Navrom passenger ferry from Tulcea to either Sulina or Sfântu Gheorghe.

Public buses and maxi-taxis run from Tulcea’s bus station (behind the Navrom ferry terminal) to surrounding towns, including Jurilovca, with onward ferry connections to Gura Portiței.

A car is the only practical option for visiting the more-remote historic fortresses along the coast. Note that Gura Portiței is inaccessible by car. Park near Jurilovca ferry port and take the passenger ferry.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Look out for a copy of Tulcea’s excellent city map (Harta municipiului), which has a good overview of the surrounding areas.



Sfântu GheorgheTIME from tulcea: 4 HRS 20 MINS [image: img]

Sleepy coastal village

There’s not much to do in tiny Sfântu Gheorghe, situated about 100km east of Tulcea at the far eastern edge of the southern Sfântu Gheorghe channel, and that’s precisely the point. The only way to get here is by boat, and that keeps the crowds away. Take your pick between lazing on the beautiful sandy beach or exploring the surrounding waterways on a private boat trip, negotiated with a local fisherman. There’s a sleepy village here, with some nice pensions, and the fancy Green Village Resort, where guests sleep in traditional reed-roofed bungalows, and that’s about it.

Sfântu Gheorghe’s existence was first recorded in the mid-14th century by Visconti, a traveller from Genoa. These days the village retains an ever-so-slight alternative vibe, fed by what might be the world’s most remote film festival, the Anonimul Independent Film Festival (festival-anonimul.ro), in August. It’s also one of the best places in the delta to sample traditional cooking (including some fabulous fish soup).

SulinaTIME from tulcea: 4 HRS 20 MINS [image: img]

Visit a pristine beach & pirate’s grave

The tiny Black Sea coastal town of Sulina, on the eastern end of the central Sulina channel, about 65km east of Tulcea, offers the same beautiful beaches and opportunities for exploring the delta as other villages in the area but has a richer history than most – the remnants of which can still be seen to this day.

In the mid-19th century, tiny Sulina served as the headquarters for one of the world’s earliest multinational organisations: the European Commission of the Danube. In the aftermath of the Crimean War (1853–56), the European powers wanted to secure the Danube as a free international waterway. As the seat of this new group, Sulina rapidly became home to a diverse group of residents, including Romanians, Russians and Turks, but also sizeable numbers of public servants from Britain, France and Germany. A taste of this diversity in action, and the comic and dramatic overtones of having so many nationalities crammed into such a small space, was captured in the popular 1933 novel Europolis, by the Romanian author Eugeniu Botez (writing under the pen name Jean Bart). From the book at least, little Sulina was apparently quite the bawdy place at one point.

Little of this human vitality survived WWII, but you can still visit Sulina’s lighthouse, the actual headquarters of the commission. Look for the commission’s founding plaque on the side of the building. The best place to get a feel for the seaport in its heyday is, ironically, at remarkable Sulina Cemetery, where the various faiths and mix of nationalities still rub shoulders, so to speak, in a tiny, harmonious setting. Don’t miss the row of fallen British sailors from the 19th century, arrayed just in front of the cemetery’s small chapel. Not far from here, find the grave of a pirate, identified, of course, by the trademark skull and crossbones.

Sulina is a pleasingly tranquil place. The main activities include strolling the main promenade (Str I), along the port, soaking up the sun at the beach (4km east of the centre) or hiring a tour boat to take you around the delta. You can also rent bikes. Several comfortable pensions line the gravel streets set back from and running parallel to the riverfront promenade.
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THE JOYS OF FISH SOUP

One of the highlights of a trip to the delta is the opportunity to sample the region’s legendary fish soup. The classic variety begins with water from the Danube that’s flavoured with onions, carrots, celery, potatoes, parsley and dill. As with many Romanian soups, vinegar (borș) gives the liquid a slightly sour taste. Cubed chunks of sturgeon, carp, catfish, pike and other local fish are then added and the mixture is cooked for a few minutes longer.

The soup is usually served with bread, garlic sauce and a long green pepper. Bite the pepper as you eat to give the soup a bit of heat. Storceag is similar, but sour cream and egg give the broth extra body.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN SFâNTU GHEORGHE

Vila Petru & Marcela Stefanov

Family-run pensiune offers comfortable accommodation metres from the town centre. €

Green Village Resort

Four-star resort featuring bungalows with thatched roofs designed to harmonise with the delta setting. €€€

Green Dolphin Camping

Boutique-style camping either in two-bed wooden cabins or with your own tent. €


BIRD-WATCHING HEAVEN

The Danube delta is a major migration hub for thousands of birds heading to/from Siberia, India, Africa and China. Prime times for birders are mid-April to mid-May and late October, when half the world’s population of red-breasted geese winter here. Long-tailed ducks, whooper swans, black-throated divers and clouds of white storks are equally abundant. Europe’s largest white pelican and Dalmatian pelican colonies are also here, along with 60% of the world’s pygmy cormorants. Protected species found in the delta include the roller, white-tailed eagle, great white egret, mute swan, falcon and bee-eater.

There are some 65 observation towers dotted throughout the delta. Bird-watchers usually congregate around Lake Furtuna, Murighiol, and the brackish areas around Lake Razim and Lake Babadag, south of Tulcea.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN SULINA

Hotel Casa Coral

Modern three-star property lacks character but is arguably the nicest hotel in the centre of Sulina. €€

Vila Caviar

Rooms are spacious, with hardwood floors, armoires and writing desks. Relax with coffee in the garden. €

Stuffstock Hostel

Welcoming hostel with an artistic vibe in a traditional house that showcases the area’s architectural heritage. €

Gura Portiței

Isolated sand bar

The low-key resort at Gura Portiței occupies a perilously thin strip of sand that separates the coastal lakes of Goloviţa and Razim from the wider Black Sea. The area lies within the protected Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve and the main attraction is the endlessly long beach and clean water for swimming. There are a few scattered restaurants for a bite to eat, as well as a campsite and Gura Portiței bungalow resort (guraportitei.ro) that are fine for an overnight stay. Many visitors simply opt to bed down in the coastal fishing village of Jurilovca and hop on the ferry for the 30-minute ride across the lake.
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Enisala to HistriaTIME from tulcea: 40 MINS [image: img]

Greek & Roman fortresses

The coastal areas south of Tulcea are peppered with dramatic ruins of Iron Age Greek settlements that were later used by the Romans and in the Middle Ages by Genoese merchants. Climbing in and around the ruins is a fun way to indulge your inner Indiana Jones and learn something of the peoples who conquered this area some 2500 years ago.

The most eye-popping is the Enisala Fortress, near the town of the same name. This romantic ruin once guarded over Genoese trading routes in the 14th century but was abandoned during the Ottoman occupation.

The Argamum-Orgame Ruins, 6km east of Jurilovca and the ferry to Gura Portiței, marks a 7th-century BCE Greek fortress. Archaeologists have uncovered here the remains of a Greek necropolis and walls of a later Roman fortress.

South of Enisala, the Histria Archaeological Complex & Museum shows off a remarkable cache of Greek and Roman relics discovered at the abandoned settlement of Istros, established by Greek traders in 657 BCE.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN & NEAR GURA PORTIțEI

Casa Filip

Luxuriously renovated former Lippovan (Old Believer) farmhouse from the 1920s, situated in the heart of Sarichioi village and within easy drive of the Enisala Fortress. €€

Casa Bunicilor (Granny’s House)

Renovated, century-old house in Jurilovca, where the guests are encouraged to pick vegetables from the garden or relax below the fruit trees. €€

Briza Mării

In Jurilovca, this highly rated pension features a traditional white-and-blue colour scheme and thatched roof. A big outdoor pool and attentive, knowledgeable hosts complete the perfect stay. €€




GREEK & ROMAN ARTEFACTS

The ancient Greeks and later Romans established fortresses and settlements all along the Black Sea coast and left a treasure trove for later archaeologists. Find the biggest collections of artefacts at the archaeological museums in Constanţa and Varna.





Constanţa

Ancient history | black sea sunbathing
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Constanţa is Romania’s largest Black Sea port. It’s an energetic place that’s taken on renewed economic importance in the wake of Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. Constanţa serves mainly as a gateway to seaside resorts to the north and south, though it has an undeniable, shabby charm that rewards an overnight stay. At the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, Constanţa was a fashionable resort for European royalty, and it’s fun to look at the old piles they left behind (the buildings’ chipped facades betray decades of neglect). The city has an unexpectedly rich history that goes back at least 2000 years. During the Roman occupation, Emperor Augustus chose this faraway outpost to banish the Latin poet Ovid (43 BCE–17 CE). By the 8th century, the city had been destroyed by invading Slavs and Avars and fallen into ruin. It only reappeared on the map after Romanian independence in the 19th century when the port was revived.


GETTING AROUND

The lower portion of B-dul Tomis and the old port are closed to cars and easily walkable. Find the stairs leading down to the Plaja Moderna (city beach) at the eastern end of Str Ștefan cel Mare. Parking in this part of the city is tight. Elsewhere, Constanţa sprawls out in all directions; use public buses, taxis or ride shares to get around. The Mamaia beaches begin 10km north of central Constanţa. Frequent buses and maxi-taxis depart from around B-dul Ferdinand and make the run out to Mamaia in 30 to 40 minutes.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Aquarium

2 National History & Archaeological Museum

3 Naval History Museum

4 Roman Floor Mosaic

SLEEPING

5 Hotel Cherica

6 Villa Anticus

EATING

7 On Plonge

8 Pizzico
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The Plaja Modern is clean, central and perfectly serviceable for a day by the shore. It’s popular in summer but erupts in mid-July during the Neversea Festival (neversea.com) of house, EDM and bass music.



Classical & Naval History

Roman epitaphs and historic boats

Constanţa has several interesting museums, including those focused on art and folk art, but if you’re pressed for time, concentrate on the highlights. The National History & Archaeological Museum (Muzeul de Istorie Nationala si Arheologie Constanţa; minac.ro) boasts a rich collection of vases, jewellery and statuary from the classical Greek and later Roman periods, that lasted until about 500 CE, when the city was called Tomis.

Behind the museum, a modern building protects what’s left of a Roman Floor Mosaic (Edificiul Roman cu Mozaic) dating from the 4th century CE and near to where Tomis’ Roman forum once stood. Surrounding the museum, find a row of old Roman tombstones, with highly moving and surprisingly modern epitaphs.

The nearby Naval History Museum (Muzeul Marinei Române) offers a fascinating stroll through 2000 years of maritime history on the Black Sea. Opposite the Casino, the city’s small Aquarium (Acvariu; delfinariu.ro) features fish native to the Black Sea, including endangered sturgeon.



Explore the Old Port
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This hour-long walking tour takes you through the heart of Constanţa’s historic port and down to the once-fancy Black Sea promenade. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, this was the fashionable quarter – and here and there the glint of that old money still shines through. Start the walk at the 1 Statue of Ovid, at the centre of Piața Ovidiu, that commemorates the Roman poet banished here in 8 CE. The statue stands in front of the impressive 2 National History & Archaeological Museum. A block northwest of the museum (at Str Petru Rareş) find the ruins of the once-glorious 3 Great Synagogue. Return to the National History & Archaeological Museum and continue south on Piața Ovidiu to see the tower of the 4 Great Mahmudiye Mosque, still a working mosque. Walk south along Str Arhiepiscopiei and turn left onto B-dul Elisabeta, which leads to the seaside promenade, with arresting views out over the choppy sea. The long-derelict, early-20th-century Art Nouveau 5 Casino has gotten a recent coat of white paint and looks better than ever. Opposite the casino, the tiny 6 Aquarium highlights species indigenous to the Black Sea. Continue along the promenade, with the sea to your right, and make your way to the busy 7 Marina. This area is filled with good fish restaurants. You can also hire a pleasure boat here for a short tour of the coast. Follow the western (city) side of the marina to find a staircase that leads back to Piața Ovidiu. Alternatively, continue walking north to the 8 Plaja Modern, the city’s main beach.



Beach Day at Mamaia

Kid-friendly package resort

Mamaia, a thin strip of beach north of Constanţa, is Romania’s most popular and expensive resort. It’s best approached as a day trip from Constanţa or a week-long package deal, booked in advance. Many hotels here are ill-equipped to handle walk-ins. In July and August, the 8km-long beachfront is lined end-to-end with surf-side restaurants, snack bars and sun-worshippers from around the country. Out of season, most properties shut down. Mamaia is a good choice for families. A high-running cable car (telegondola) links the southern end to the resort’s midpoint. The Aqua Magic (aqua-magic.ro) water park, near the southern end, has pools, slides and inner-tube rides. Find the better, cleaner beaches toward the northern end of the resort. Arrive early in the day, pick a beach, rent a lounge chair and enjoy the sunshine.


BEST PLACES TO EAT & SLEEP IN CONSTANţA

On Plonge

This brawny portside eatery at the marina specialises in fresh fish hauled in off the boats. Gets packed on summer nights and service suffers accordingly. €

Pizzico

Located opposite the History & Archaeological Museum, Pizzico has greatly expanded its range, moving beyond good wood-fired pizza to excellent grilled meats and seafood. €€€

Hotel Cherica

Beautifully refurbished townhouse near the stairway leading down to the town’s beach, with spacious, suite-like rooms on three floors. €€€

Vila Anticus

Stylish boutique hotel on the pedestrianised section of lower B-dul Tomis, close to the port and sights. No kids. €€




ISLAM’S ENDURING INFLUENCE

The centuries-long influence of Ottoman Turkey here and the enduring presence of the Islamic faith is evident all along Romania’s Black Sea coast. Find another working mosque in the Danube port of Tulcea.





Beyond Constanţa
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Beachside havens – both pristine and quiet or brash and boisterous – stretch to the north and south of the city.


North of Constanţa, beyond Mamaia and Năvodari, lie what many consider to be the last relatively undeveloped stretches of Romania’s coastal beach. Tiny villages like Vadu and Corbu offer somewhat pristine shorelines but also few modern amenities (like decent roads and public toilets). You’ll need your own wheels – and tents and supplies – here. South of Constanţa stand a string of more traditional beach resorts in various states of repair – but all lined beach-towel-to-beach-towel in July and August. Eforie Nord is a popular beach town that offers unique, restorative lake-mud treatments. The southernmost resort, Vama Veche, is Romania’s most famous party beach. Come here to bask in the sunshine by day and dance in the moonlight by night.

Places

Vama Veche

Eforie Nord

Vadu to Corbu


GETTING AROUND

A car is crucial for visiting and camping at the remote coastal areas of Vadu and Corbu.

Eforie Nord and Vama Veche are reachable via maxi-taxi from Constanța. Alternatively, trains stop at the southern coastal city of Mangalia, from where it’s possible to catch maxi-taxis to the various coastal resorts.

The Black Sea beaches are an easy three-hour drive from Bucharest via the sleek, four-lane A2 highway, though expect traffic jams in mid-summer.
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Instead of moving from place to place, it’s better to pick a resort, stay put and simply enjoy the sea and sun.



Vama VecheTIME from Constanţa: 50 MINS [image: img]

Hot days and hotter nights

Vama Veche, the southernmost point on the Romanian Black Sea coast, just happens to be party central. ‘Vama’ is the place where ageing hippies and hipsters commingle, let their hair down, and bond over beers and beach. The seaside resort first captured the public’s imagination in the 1980s, when it served as a haven for artists, hedonists and free thinkers. It’s gone more mainstream now, with guesthouses and upmarket accommodation, though the many beachside bars and dance clubs, a nudist beach on the northern end of the resort, and plenty of summer-night dance festivals help Vama to retain a whiff of counterculture rebellion.
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Eforie Nord TIME FROM CONSTANţA: 20 MINS [image: img]

Wallow in the mud

The crowded beach resort of Eforie Nord is famous for its dark sapropel mud sourced from nearby Lake Techirghiol. This black sediment is dense with organic matter and when slathered over your body is said to be restorative for skin and bones. The public mud baths are clean and well tended. Single-sex changing rooms lead to separate beaches, where convalescence-seekers stand around nude, apply the glop, and bask in the sun until the mud cracks. Take a swim to wash it all off.

Vadu to CorbuTIME from Constanţa: 50 MINS [image: img]

Wild camping along a lonely coast

In recent years, the remote stretch of Black Sea sand running from the village of Vadu south to Corbu has evolved into a quasi-pilgrimage destination for people looking for wild camping and a quieter, less-commercialised piece of seaside paradise. The fact that the villages are hard to find – and even harder to reach (via partly sandy, one-lane roads) – contributes to the charm. Bring your own tent or van, plenty of provisions (there are only a few stores), and lots of mosquito repellent. The reward is a closer commune with the eternal sea.


BEST PLACES TO STAY

Vila Elia

Small guesthouse offers uncommon luxury in party-happy Vama Veche. Book well in advance. €€€

Sandalandala

Clean, popular campsite in the heart of Vama Veche. Good terrace restaurant. Book in advance. €

Arome 22

Upscale mini-resort with a lovely garden and pool. Located in Eforie Sud, about 20km south of Constanța. €€

Hotel Europa

Refurbished high-rise close to the beach and the nicest property in Eforie Nord. Services include a pool and in-house spa, with mud-bath treatments. €€€




MORE REMOTE BEACHES

Vadu and Corbu enjoy a cult status among pristine-beach purists, but there are a couple of other options. The relatively remote beaches at Sfântu Gheorghe and Gura Portiței are also (mostly) devoid of big resorts and free of rampant commercialisation.







BULGARIA

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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SOFIA
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A MULTIFACETED HIGH-ENERGY EUROPEAN CAPITAL


Stars align in the most auspicious way over Sofia. This wonderfully eclectic city feels like the must-visit place in Europe today.
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The chef who has prepared this deliciously spicy cultural stew chose to throw a bit of everything into the mix. Tramlines and fin de siècle buildings give Sofia a measure of Central European charm with more than a whiff of imperial grandeur. Mosques and Turkish baths provide strong Levantine flavour. Communist-era neoclassicism and Cyrillic script add an air of political intrigue. Sun-drenched streets, Roman ruins, cafe tables scattered all over the place and mountains in the distance remind you that you are pretty far south, within the Mediterranean cultural universe.

The best moment to visit Sofia is probably now when the city appears to strike the right balance: it is fairly well organised, easy to use and increasingly cosmopolitan, but thankfully devoid of the slick sterility characteristic of richer European capitals. Its captivating ambience feels organic, deriving from the natural charm of its friendly and energetic inhabitants.

The city centre is a fairly large area, but compact enough to be explored solely on foot. This is where the bulk of most interesting sights is located – the stately Aleksander Nevski Cathedral, ornate Ottoman-era buildings now housing major museums, as well as the main pedestrian drag, Vitosha boulevard, which comes with a splendid view of the namesake mountain. Beyond the centre, the eclecticism gives way to the monotony of Soviet-style high-rises mixed with modern apartment blocks and business centres. But these bedroom communities also feature vast green parks that provide escape from the summer heat and some of the more interesting museums that make it worth venturing out of the cosy central part of the city. Above all that looms Mt Vitosha, visible from many places in the centre. Here you’ll find multiple hiking trails and a skiing area that retains enough snow till well into April.
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Find Your Way


Sofia’s historic centre is walkable. Surrounding it, the vast communist-era communities are served by an efficient public transit system. Upmarket districts near Mt Vitosha are linked to the centre by several bus routes.
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Plan Your Time


Sofia is ultimately just a pleasant place to be. You won’t find any attractions of global importance, but that’s part of the charm. Here are a few sample itineraries.
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On a Flying Visit

• Check out the ruins of ancient Serdica as well as Sveti Georgi Rotunda and Sveta Petka Samardzhiiska Church in the heart of the city. Visit the Archaeological Museum then proceed to explore Sveta Sofia Church and Aleksander Nevski Cathedral.

• Repair to the Doctors’ Garden for lunch. On the way back to the centre, admire Bulgarian and international art at National Gallery Quadrat 500.

• Spend the rest of your time strolling up and down Vitosha Boulevard and treating yourself to a sumptuous Bulgarian meal at Manastirska Magernitsa.




With a Bit More Time

• Follow the one-day itinerary above. Then, on the second day, visit Sofia History Museum as well as the National Ethnographic Museum and walk all along bul Tsar Liberator and into Borisova Gradina Park.

• On your third day, visit Boyana Church at the entrance to Vitosha Nature Park (you may also hike there for some hours, if you wish). After a lunch at The School, walk to the National Museum of History to check out the collection and admire the remarkable Communist Party residence building that it now occupies.




A Deep Dive

• It will probably take you about a week to visit most of the sights mentioned in this book at a leisurely pace, but it’s best to simply let it flow and open yourself to discovering new and unexpected aspects of this wonderful city. Check out major museums, do long walks (suggested in this book) and try to mingle with locals.

• Additional time also allows you to do hiking (in summer) or skiing at the Vitosha Nature Park, perhaps even overnight at one of the khizha (huts) in the mountain.



You’ll Also Want to…

Sofia has its fair share of quirkier attractions such as an exhibition of fallen communist-era monuments or a stone river high up on the mountain above the city.

MEET COMMUNIST IDOLS

Time-travel to the age of red stars and Lenin’s monuments at the Museum of Socialist Art.
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TRAVERSE ZLATNITE MOSTOVE

Walk on the ‘stone’ river – a natural wonder and one of the main attractions at Vitosha Nature Park.
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JOIN THE FREE SOFIA TOUR

Meet travellers and get a brief on Sofia’s history and architecture by friendly and professional guides.
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CATCH A PERFORMANCE

Spend a night savouring the sound of Bulgaria’s best voices in a grand opera building.
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PERUSE THE CITY’S BEST MARKET

Stock up on the sweetest and juiciest fruit and berries at Ladies’ Market.
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HOP ON A CHAIRLIFT

Go up Mt Vitosha in a chairlift and return back after hiking in the Simeonovo gondola.
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DROP INTO A MUSEUM

Get intimate with vintage tech straight out of a steampunk movie at the National Polytechnic Museum.
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GETTING AROUND

Sofia has a convenient three metro lines, supplemented by multiple bus and tram routes going in all directions from metro stations. Electronic tickets are available at metro stations. The metro also connects the city to the airport, which means you can stock up on tickets right upon arrival. You’ll need the ticket to go through the turnstiles at the metro station and you’ll need to validate it when you board a tram or a bus.

A combination of public transport and taxis (for far-flung destinations) will get you around the city. Much of the historic centre can be easily done on foot.

You’ll need a car to drive beyond Sofia. Renting agencies (such as greenrentacar.bg) are based at the airport and major shopping malls. Running a fleet of electric vehicles, the new car-sharing service Spark also comes in handy for relatively short trips out of town.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Aleksander Nevski Cathedral

2 Sveta Sofia Church

SIGHTS

3 359+ Gallery

4 Archaeological Museum

5 Boris Christoff Museum

6 Borisova Gradina Park

7 Boyana Church

8 Boyana Waterfall

9 Dimitar Dimov House Museum

10 Doctors’ Garden

11 Dragalevtsi Monastery

see 15 Earth & Man National Museum

12 Ivan Vazov House Museum

13 Kokolandia

14 Lovers Bridge

15 Museum of Contemporary Art

16 Museum of Socialist Art

17 Museum of the Bees

18 Muzeiko

19 National Ethnographical Museum

20 National Gallery Quadrat 500

21 National Library

22 National Museum of History

23 National Museum of Military History

24 National Polytechnic Museum

25 Party House

26 President’s Office

27 Ruins of Ulpia Serdica

28 Sofia City Art Gallery

29 St Joseph Cathedral

30 Sveta Nedelya Cathedral

31 Sveta Petka Samardzhiiska Church

32 Sveti Georgi Rotunda

33 Yuzhen Park

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

34 Balkan Bites

35 Free Sofia Tour

SLEEPING

36 Albisto Dragalevtsi Luxury Apartments

37 Arena di Serdica

38 Art Hotel 158

39 Arte Sofia Hotel

see 63 Diter Hotel

40 Dragalevtsi Spa Hotel

41 easyHotel Sofia

42 Hostel Mostel

43 Hotel Kitchen59

44 Hotel Les Fleurs

45 Hotel Lion Sofia

46 Hotel Niky

47 Hotel Pop Bogomil

48 Light Hotel

49 Oborishte 63 Boutique Hotel

see 38 Scotty’s Boutique Hotel

50 Sofia Hotel Balkan

EATING

see 54 33 Gastronauts

51 Annete

52 Ararat

53 Ashurbanipal

54 Atellier

55 Athene

56 Confetti

57 Dream House

58 Ege Türk

59 K.E.V.A

60 Krachme Divaka

61 La Bottega Monte

62 Made in Home

63 Manastirska Magernitsa

64 Maymunarika

65 Moma Bulgarian Food & Wine

66 Pappous Tsipouradiko

67 School

68 Social Park pri Megi

69 Vodenitsata

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

70 Ale House

71 Braga Piano Bar

72 Cocktail Bar

73 DaDa Bar

74 Die Alte Lampe

75 Fabrika Daga

ENTERTAINMENT

76 Ivan Vazov National Theatre

77 National Opera & Ballet

78 National Palace of Culture

79 Sofia Puppet Theatre

80 Tears & Laughter Theatre

81 Theatre 199

SHOPPING

82 Bulgarian Rose

83 Central Hali Market

84 Helicon

85 Ladies’ Market

86 Mall of Sofia

87 Mirella Bratova

88 Orange Book Store Centre

89 Vino Orenda

TRANSPORT

90 Dragalevtsi Chairlift

91 Simeonovo Gondola
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Don’t miss out on the opportunity to gorge on fresh fruit and berries from Sofia’s street markets.



The Heart of Sofia

Exploring the historical centre

The Serdi, a Celtic tribe that lived here in antiquity, gave the name to Ulpia Serdica, a Roman settlement and a precursor of today’s Sofia. But this name is consonant with the Slavic words that stand for ‘middle’ and also ‘heart’, which makes the location of the remnants of the ancient city in the beating heart of the modern one, centred around the Independence Square (pl Nezavisimost), especially apt.

Like a Russian doll, Sofia reveals every cultural layer one can find in this very ancient city. The centrepiece, enveloped by Sofia’s main subway hub, is the ruins of Ulpia Serdica. These remains were unearthed from 2010 to 2012 during construction of the metro. There are fragments of eight streets, an early Christian basilica, baths and houses dating from the 4th to 6th centuries.

The quaint Sveta Petka Samardzhiiska Church nearby hails from another era. It was built during the early years of Ottoman rule (late 14th century), hence its sunken profile and inconspicuous exterior. Inside are some 16th-century murals.

All of the above is surrounded by the Largo – a complex of three palatial buildings in the Socialist Classicist style. A courtyard formed by one of them conceals a tiny ancient gem – Sveti Georgi Rotunda. The red-brick church was built in the 4th century CE, which makes it Sofia’s oldest preserved building. The murals inside were painted between the 10th and 14th centuries.

All Gods Welcome

Religious landmarks

The area around Independence Square reflects the wonderfully eclectic and multicultural nature of the Bulgarian capital. The eye-catching edifice of Banya Bashi Mosque makes for a convenient landmark. Designed by the famous Ottoman architect Mimar Sinan, it was completed in 1566, the year when his patron, Suleiman the Magnificent, passed away. It is Sofia’s only working mosque. Visitors are welcome outside prayer times. The name can be translated as ‘spa mosque’, which is explained by the proximity to the Turkish Mineral Baths (now housing Sofia History Museum).

Hidden in the little streets north of the square, Sofia’s Moorish-style synagogue was designed by Austrian architect Friedrich Gruenanger, and was consecrated in 1909. Built to accommodate up to 1170 worshippers, it is the second-largest Sephardic synagogue in Europe, and its 2250kg brass chandelier is the biggest in Bulgaria. The synagogue contains the Jewish Museum of History, which covers Jewish communities around the country and highlights the rescue of Bulgarian Jews by local politicians during WWII.

Almost around the corner, The Catholic St Joseph Cathedral is a replica of an older one, destroyed by Allied bombing in WWII and rebuilt in 2006.

Last but not least of major religious landmarks around Serdika station, Sveta Nedelya Cathedral represents Eastern Orthodoxy. It is a magnificent domed temple noted for its rich, Byzantine-style murals, completed in 1863 on the site of a wooden church, known since the 10th century. In 1925, it became the scene of a failed attempt by communists to assassinate Tsar Boris III.
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Exploring Sofia’s History

Fine museums inside Ottoman gems

A pressing reason to linger in the heart of Sofia for at least a few hours, if not for a whole day, is that some of the country’s best museums are clustered in the vicinity. The crown jewel is indisputably the Archaeological Museum. Housed in a former mosque built in 1496, this museum displays a wealth of Thracian, Roman and medieval artefacts. Highlights include a mosaic floor from the Church of Sveta Sofia, a 4th-century BCE Thracian gold burial mask, and a magnificent bronze head, thought to represent a Thracian king. Also look out for the heart-warmingly cute zoomorphic figurines from the prehistoric chalcolithic period.

The history of Sofia is presented on two floors of the magnificent former Turkish Mineral Baths, just behind the mosque. Exhibitions at the Sofia History Museum are divided thematically over eight chambers, with the most interesting rooms dedicated to the Bulgarian royal families of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and the findings of recent archaeological digs around town. There are plenty of signs in English. The Mineral Baths – also known as the Turkish Baths – were completed in 1913. Its elegant striped facade and ceramic decorations recall the designs of the medieval churches in Nesebâr on Bulgaria’s Black Sea coast.

Inside the Royal Palace, the National Ethnographic Museum features displays on regional costumes, crafts and folklore complemented by palace decor, such as marble fireplaces and ornate plasterwork. There are some interesting 19th-century Bulgarian paintings housed in an adjacent wing of the museum, and there’s a crafts shop on the ground floor.
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SCATTERED PIECES OF ANCIENT SERDICA

Apart from the main zone around the Largo complex, remnants of ancient Serdica pop up here and there in the centre. Excavated sites include:

Western Gate

Remains of two towers by St Joseph Catholic Cathedral at Tsar Boris 1.

Amphitheatre

Incorporated into the hotel Arena di Serdica at Budapeshta 2.

Roman Thermal Baths

Remnants of a Roman spa and associated temples by the Turkish Mineral Baths.

Konstantinov Quarter

Sophisticated Roman residential complexes in the courtyard of the President’s Office.

Remains of Northern Wall

Stones from the 6th century CE wall built during the times of Emperor Justinian.



WHERE TO STAY IN SOFIA

Art Hotel 158

An artsy boutique hotel with a homely feel in the heart of the city. €€

Kitchen59

Out of the centre, an edgy hotel with a rooftop pool and quality restaurant. €€

Hotel Lion Sofia

Facing the Lions Bridge, a grand old building in a lively location. €€

Arte Sofia Hotel

Welcoming city-centre hotel with bright, modern rooms and contemporary artworks adorning the walls. €€

Hotel Pop Bogomil

This small hotel has 15 comfortable rooms, all individually decorated and variously priced. €€

Scotty’s Boutique Hotel

Opposite the synagogue, a small, stylish, LGBTIQ+-friendly hotel with nine rooms, all individually designed. €€


BULGARIA AND THE HOLOCAUST

The rescue of Bulgarian Jews during WWII had a cinematographic plot and an array of the most unlikely characters who were instrumental in making it happen. These included a ministerial secretary who leaked the plan to deport Jews to death camps.

The other hero was Dimitar Peshev, a politician who had previously voted for anti-Semitic laws, but – horrified by the prospect of ultimate genocide – formed a broad coalition to avert the catastrophe.

The story is hardly black and white: Bulgaria was Hitler’s ally and it is responsible for the Holocaust in the territories it occupied in Greece and Yugoslavia. But the rescue of 48,000 of Bulgaria’s own Jews is a source of national pride.



Mountain View Street

Hitting city’s main promenade

The drawcard of Sofia’s main pedestrian drag, Vitosha Boulevard (bul Vitosha), reveals itself as soon as you step into it. The magnificent view of Mt Vitosha, which the street seems to abut into (it doesn’t really), is always there whenever you are strolling around or sipping your latte. The Byzantine silhouette of Sveta Nedelya Cathedral at the Serdika end of the boulevard is also quite imposing.

A stretch of trading arcades built in the 20th-century interwar period, Vitosha Boulevard displays a predictable array of high-end fashion brands and a zillion tourist-oriented street cafes with outdoors sitting. The boulevard is not very long and eventually brings you to Bulgaria Square, a vast open space filled with fountains and promenading crowds, watched over by the polygonal concrete bulk of the National Palace of Culture, the city’s main concert hall. Beyond it, the pretty Lovers Bridge – yes, complete with the compulsory locks – leads into Yuzhen Park, an enormous expanse of greenery that stretches to the far-flung districts of the city. Both the boulevard and the square are the city’s prime spot for people watching. Here is where Bulgarians are in their element – chatting, laughing, skating on scooters at an alarming speed or chilling by the fountains.

Of course you’ll be tempted to sit down for glass of wine or a meal at bul Vitosha, so it’s worth keeping in mind that some of the best places in the area are located in smaller streets that run parallel to the main drag.

Landmarks & Gardens

A walk through the centre

Another enchanting route to walk follows Moskovska and Oborishte streets from Serdika metro area. Ul Moskovska begins behind the Party House (National Assembly building), leading to Sveta Sofia – the city’s most revered church and one of the oldest. The surrounding little gardens are dotted with small monuments, including the grave of Ivan Vazov, Bulgaria’s most venerated writer who authored Under the Yoke, a historical novel about life during the Ottoman era.

Further on, the street opens up to a large square with the monumental Aleksander Nevski Cathedral standing smack in the middle. Behind the cathedral and at the beginning of ul Oborishte, National Gallery Quadrat 500 is the city’s number-one destination for visual arts.

The street proceeds to the neoclassical communist-era building of the National Library and further into Doctors’ Garden, a neat, secluded park that features a striking, pyramidal monument dedicated to the medics who died in the Russo-Turkish War (1877–78). Looking a bit like an Aztec pyramid in Mexico, it has the names of the doctors engraved on the stones the structure is made of. Stones at the top feature names of the main battles. Also here is an outdoor lapidarium, which includes numerous Roman architectural fragments dug up around Sofia.

This neighbourhood is full of shade and has a lively Berlin-esque community feel, with many quirky street cafes and locals walking their children and dogs. A cluster of quality and occasionally edgy restaurants continues on ulitsa Oborishte beyond the gardens.


BATHHOUSE RETIRED

Sofia History Museum gained a lot by moving into the splendid premises of Turkish Mineral Baths, fusing Vienna Secession architectural style with Byzantine motifs, after restoration works were completed in 2015. But unfortunately the Bulgarian capital lost an institution that was functioning for at least four centuries till 1986. That decision remains controversial and the possibility of at least partial conversion back into a bathhouse is on the table. But for now you can try the mineral water from the source that used to feed the baths.

You’ll inevitably spot locals wielding plastic bottles as they crowd at the dozens of drinking fountains across the road, designed in the same style as the baths.



WHERE TO STAY IN SOFIA

Hostel Mostel

A popular hostel occupying a renovated 19th-century house, with six- and eight-bed dorms. €

Les Fleurs Boutique Hotel

Features gigantic blooms on the facade and flowery motifs continued in stylish rooms. €€€

Arena di Serdica

Rooms in this centrally located, modern five-star hotel are plush but big and understated. €€€

easyHotel Sofia

This modern, orange-hued hotel has 57 clean but clinical rooms, which are also tiny. €€

Diter Hotel

A cosy establishment inside a bright-blue 19th-century townhouse on a quiet street. €€

Hotel Niky

Comfortable rooms and gleaming bathrooms. The smart suites come with kitchenettes. €€



Walking With the Tsar

[image: jpg]

Aleksandr II is known in his native Russia as ‘Liberator Tsar’ because he abolished serfdom, but in Bulgaria he goes by the same title because his troops liberated the country from the Ottomans in 1878. A broad avenue that now bears his name has aptly imperial looks, lined with palatial late-19th-century buildings.

Coming from 1 Serdika metro station, walk towards pl Knyaz Aleksandr I, named after the first ruler of independent Bulgaria and a nephew of Aleksandr II. It is dominated by the massive building of the former 2 Royal Palace, itself a former Ottoman police HQ, where national hero Vasil Levski was tried and tortured before his public execution in 1873. Today it houses two museums. Next to it stands the beautiful 3 Sveti Nikolai Russian Church, its mosaic exterior and golden domes glittering in the sun amid the green shade of the surrounding gardens. The cramped interior features icons painted between the 11th and 14th centuries. It is followed by the elegant neo-Renaissance 4 Central Military Club, now an event venue. In the Crystal Garden on the opposite side, the mesmerising 5 Stefan Stambolov’s monument comes in the shape of a giant fractured head of the Bulgarian prime minister who was assassinated by attackers with knives a few metres away. Further on, another neo-Renaissance building, the old home of 6 Bulgaria’s National Assembly, is facing the equestrian 7 statue of Aleksandr II, the moustachioed Liberator Tsar, whose bronze soldiers and horses are converging underneath the pedestal. The street continues past the 8 Sofia St Kliment Ohridski University before hitting 9 Orlov (Eagles) Bridge. The bridge leads into 10 Borisova Gradina Park, where you can sit down for lunch.



Church of Fallen Soldiers

Nation’s main cathedral

One of the symbols not just of Sofia but of Bulgaria itself, the awe-inspiring Aleksander Nevski Cathedral was built between 1882 and 1912 in memory of the 200,000 Russian soldiers who died fighting for Bulgaria’s independence during the Russo-Turkish War (1877–78). It is named in honour of a 13th-century Russian warrior-prince. The crypt houses Bulgaria’s biggest and best collection of icons, stretching back to the 5th century.

Designed by Russian architect Alexander Pomerantsev, the church was built in the neo-Byzantine style favoured in Russia at the time and is adorned with mosaics and gold-laden domes. The cavernous, incense-scented interior is decorated with naturalistic (though now rather faded) murals, pendulous chandeliers and elaborate onyx and alabaster thrones. A team of famous Russian painters, including Viktor Vasnetsov, worked on the murals and mosaics.

Also note the mosaics depicting Tsar Ferdinand I who inaugurated the church just three years before Bulgaria entered WWI on the side of Central Powers, which fought against Russia. The church was even briefly renamed during those years, to avoid references to Russia.

The Original Sofia

Byzantine church

Believed to be a contemporary of Istanbul’s Hagia Sofia, the Sveta Sofia Church dwells on the foundations of four earlier churches as well as a Roman amphitheatre. In the 14th century, it gave the city its current name. A subterranean museum houses an ancient necropolis, with 56 tombs and the remains of four other churches. The church served as a mosque for half a millennium under the Ottoman rule and it even sported minarets which were later destroyed.


TSAR PARADE

Various Bulgarian tsars (and one Russian) routinely come into view in Sofia as street names or monuments, so here is a short explainer covering the ones from the modern epoch.

Aleksandr II (The Liberator)

Russian tsar who liberated Bulgaria from the Turks and Russian peasants from serfdom.

Prince Aleksander I

Fell out with Russia soon after being enthroned and abdicated after a pro-Russian coup.

Ferdinand I

Joined Central Powers in WWI, abdicated and died in exile decades later.

Boris III

Hitler’s ally in WWII, stained by the Holocaust, died in mysterious circumstances.

Simeon II

Abdicated at the age of nine, lived in exile, returned in the 1990s and served as prime minister.



WHERE TO STAY IN SOFIA

Sofia Hotel Balkan

The imposing building, part of the Largo complex, exudes a retro socialist-realist appeal. €€€

Oborishte 63 Boutique Hotel

A luxurious salmon-pink 1930s-era home with a view over the cathedral. €€€

Light Hotel

A beacon of light in a depressed (but safe) part of Sofia offering excellent value. €€

Fruit of the Land

Famous markets

In a fertile land like Bulgaria, visiting a farmers market is an essential experience. Sofia’s grand Central Hali market, located in the heart of the city, across the street from the Banya Bashi mosque, was closed for reconstruction at the time of writing. The new German owners, the Kaufland group, pledged to restore the original outlook of the 1911 building, combining Neo-Byzantine and Secession styles in the facade’s decor. It remains to be seen whether it will be transformed into a fancy food court, or whether actual farmers will get to ply their wares.

No matter what happens to it, a more authentic shopping experience is available at the Ladies’ Market (Jenski Pazar), which stretches for several blocks along bul Stefan Stambolov, all the way to the Lions’ Bridge, a prominent landmark. This is the city’s oldest open-air market, its name deriving from the Ottoman policy of allowing women to shop only in this area. The section of the market closer to Serdika metro has lately acquired a more gentrified look, but further on, the place morphs into a much livelier traditional East European market, where mountains of fruit and vegetables adorn simple metal stalls and sellers chat gingerly with the customers. The pride of Bulgaria is of course the tomatoes – especially the pink variety that you find in every shopska (salad) all around the country. But there is infinitely more stuff to stock up on, even if you are not cooking – sweet cherries, raspberries, blueberries, figs, you name it.

Art Hopping in Sofia

City’s best galleries

Sofia is not one of Europe’s art capitals, but it has its share of interesting venues. The massive National Gallery Quadrat 500 combines the holdings of the National Gallery and the former Museum of Foreign Art. The result is several hundred paintings spread out over 28 rooms. Works range from African tribal masks to countless 19th- and 20th-century paintings, mostly by lesser-known artists. Minor sketches by Renoir and Matisse and works by Gustave Courbet are on display. Other big names include Chagall, Kandinsky, Dali and Picasso. More to the point, a large chunk of the gallery is dedicated to Bulgarian and other Southern Slavic art.

The other venue of the National Art Gallery, located at the Royal Palace (together with the Ethnographic Museum), is dedicated to large-scale temporary exhibitions.

Sofia City Art Gallery, a chunky building at the southern end of the City Garden park, stages rotating exhibitions of mostly contemporary Bulgarian and international art over two floors. The tiny Museum of Contemporary Art at Yuzhen Park gets mixed reviews.

For truly exciting contemporary art displays, head to 359+ Gallery. With a striking location in an early 20th-century water tower, it continuously runs eight exhibitions stemming from collaborations between local and global artists. It is also an important centre of art theory, publishing books and holding events.

The National Gallery also runs two intimate house-museums. Nikola Tanev’s house museum is dedicated to the author responsible for sun-drenched and colour-rich Bulgarian landscapes. Vera Nedkova’s house museum celebrates ‘the grand dame of Bulgarian painting’.
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SOFIA’S BEST THEATRES

Ul Georgi Rakovski is nicknamed Sofia’s ‘Theatre Street’, as it passes along some of the city leading theatres.

National Opera & Ballet

This monumental edifice is the venue for classical opera and ballet performances.

Ivan Vazov National Theatre

Based in an elegant Viennese-style building, this is the capital’s main stage for Bulgarian drama.

Tears & Laughter Theatre

Home to the oldest professional theatre company in Bulgaria.

Theatre 199

Dubbed the ‘sacred basement’ – a famed drama venue that is underground.

Sofia Puppet Theatre

Founded in 1946, this is a classic puppet theatre geared for children.



Totalitarianism Retired

Communist architecture and art

Soviet-backed communists ruled Bulgaria from 1946 to 1990, their main legacy in the capital being the Largo complex, the three pieces of Stalinist neoclassicism surrounding the yellow-cobblestoned Independence Square. They were built in the early 1950s as a symbol of new life on the rubble of the old centre heavily destroyed by Allied bombing in WWII. After the fall of communism, they remained to be used as government offices and are therefore closed to public. The domineering spired monolith, the Party House, was once the headquarters of the Bulgarian Communist Party; now it serves as one of the premises of the National Assembly. At the President’s Office nearby, the changing of the guard ceremony (on the hour) is a spectacle not to be missed.

The red star that once adorned the Party House now greets visitors at the entrance to the Museum of Socialist Art located out of the centre, near GM Dimitrov metro station. The place serves as a storage for all the unwanted communist-era statues that once stood in Sofia. There’s also a gallery of paintings, where you’ll rejoice in catchy titles such as Youth Meeting at Kilifarevo Village to Send Worker-Peasant Delegation to the USSR or Son of the Working Class. Look out for the Red Horseman by Tsanko Lavrenov, who depicted a communist warrior as St George slaying a dragon whose four heads spread out in the form of a swastika. Don’t miss the multimedia section of the museum, where stirring old propaganda films are shown.


TOURS OF SOFIA

Explore Sofia’s sights in the company of friendly and enthusiastic English-speaking young locals who run Free Sofia Tour (freesofiatour.com). The flagship two-hour guided walk covers top sights in the city centre. No reservation is needed; just show up outside the Palace of Justice on the corner of ul Alabin and bul Vitosha a few minutes before the tour. Check the website for other themed, paid tours, including on culture, communism and alternative Sofia.

Guided tours with Balkan Bites (balkanbites.bg) add an additional dimension to a walking-tour experience by entertaining your taste buds. The flagship two-hour tour focuses on food and includes tastings and drinks at restaurants around town. It needs to be booked in advance.



WHERE TO EAT IN SOFIA

Made in Home

A bohemian haunt disguised as a sidewalk cafe. The menu drifts from Bulgarian to Asian. €€

Pappous Tsipouradiko

A modern take on traditional Greek fare in pleasant side-street setting, off bul Vitosha. €€

Confetti

A reliable pizza and pasta place with an agreeable courtyard garden setting near bul Vitosha. €€

Fabrika Daga

A coffee roaster doubling as a breakfast and lunch spot. Many vegan and vegetarian options. €

Athene

Mouthwatering Greek-influenced sweets in an unpretentious setting on Sofia’s oldest pedestrian street. €

Dream House

This informal vegetarian restaurant offers stir-fries, curries, pancakes and homemade lemonade. €€


DEMISE OF A LANDMARK

Smeared with paint and anti-Russian graffiti, the brutalist Soviet WWII monument still stood near Orlov bridge at the time this book was researched.

In recent decades, the monument had become a favourite target of street artists and political activists who kept repainting the statues and bas-reliefs as pop-culture characters, such as Captain America, or into national colours of countries oppressed by Russia, eg Ukraine. In December 2023, the mayor’s office finally resolved to dismantle the controversial monument. The giant metal figures of a Soviet soldier, a Bulgarian woman with a baby and a Bulgarian worker were destined to complement the already impressive display at the Museum of Socialist Art.



Sofia with Children

Parks and science centre

If you are in Sofia with kids, Vitosha Nature Park as well as urban parks such as Borisova Gradina will keep them entertained for a day or two, but here are a few more things you can do to fill your holiday with activities and make everyone, not least yourself, happy. Modelled on science museums for children in the US, Muzeiko is located in a whimsically shaped building and contains a plethora of interactive displays which gamify some seriously curated science. There is a planetarium and a restaurant for adults to escape for a few quiet hours.

Along the same lines, the low-key National Polytechnic Museum is a gold mine for anyone interested in the history of technology. It displays an intriguing (though not always well labelled) collection covering subjects such as photography, radio and time measurement. Exhibits include atomic clocks, early movie cameras, mechanical pianos and a gleaming 1928 Ford Model A. For a less scientific adventure, head to Kokolandia, an adventure park inside Borisova Gradina. This is where your kids traverse treetop obstacle courses, learn to climb or play mini-golf.

Finally, there is the time-proven classic: Sofia’s small zoo, situated in a park about 2km south of the city centre. There are also play areas for children, and a couple of simple cafes. It’s free for children under seven years. Conditions for animals are constantly improving, but still often substandard.
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Tsar’s Gardens

Statue-filled park

Accessed from the city centre via bul Tsar Osvoboditel, Sofia’s most attractive park, Borisova Gradina, is filled with countless statues and flowerbeds and is a relaxing place for a stroll. It’s a vast place, and is home to the Vasil Levski Stadium and CSKA Stadium, as well as several cafes and children’s play areas. The oldest park in Sofia, it bears the name of Tsar Boris III who was still an heir when the park was designed and constructed by Austrian landscape architects. The park is a great place to unwind and possibly have a simple fast-food lunch at Maymunarnika, which becomes a musical venue in the evening.

A gigantic communist-era attraction is located in the eastern end of the park. Erected in 1956, it is known as the Mound of Brotherhood and features a 42m-high obelisk and socialist-realist icons, including a pair of partisan fighters, dramatically gesturing comrades clutching Kalashnikovs, and smiling, stoic workers. It has long been neglected by the authorities, and several of the socialist heroes are now missing limbs and have gained coats of anti-Russian graffiti.

Not far from Borisova Gradina, a park surrounding the country’s main military academy draws military history and technology buffs. Located here, the National Museum of Military History tells the story of warfare in Bulgaria, with most space given to the period from the 1876 April Uprising through to WWI. Weaponry, rebel flags, uniforms and decorations are on show, while outside is an impressive collection of Soviet-made military hardware, including Scud missile launchers, tanks and MiG fighters.


WHERE TO GO FOR A SWIM IN/AROUND SOFIA

Sofia is scorchingly hot in summer, so finding a place to cool down is high on the agenda. Here is a list of best swimming sites.

Pancharevo Lake

A large lakeside recreation zone, 12km from the centre, with watersports, picnic areas and trails on offer.

Aquabankya Complex

A summer-only modern complex containing outdoor pools and spa facilities in the spa resort of Bankya.

Iskar Reservoir

A large artificial lake at an altitude of 800m, 46km from Sofia.

Happy Beach –Victoria

A lovely outdoors swimming pool with many sunbeds not far from the centre.

Windmills Hydropark

A cluster of six swimming pools, five restaurants as well as fishing ponds 20km from Sofia.



WHERE TO EAT IN SOFIA

Atellier

A super-friendly upmarket local place in a leafy neighbourhood near Doctors’ Garden. €€€

33 Gastronauts

A cosy place serving pan-Mediterranean fare in a residential area off ul Oborishte. €€

Social Park pri Megi

A tiny family-run place opposite Doctors’ Garden serving home-style Bulgarian fare. €€

Moma Bulgarian Food & Wine

An update on the traditional mehana (tavern), serving typical Bulgarian foods. €€

Ashurbanipal

Iraqi fare in a makeshift cafe run by refugees near Serdika metro. €

Maymunarnika

Food trucks serving simple Bulgarian food in a vast area-turned-music-venue by night. €

A Tomb that Went Vacant

Medieval church near nature park

A visit to Vitosha Nature Park can be naturally combined with a serious dive into history and art. One way of accessing the park is to take bus 64 to the final stop, which drops you off at the UNESCO-protected Boyana Church, one the most enchanting religious structures in the whole of Bulgaria and one of the rare examples of medieval Bulgarian religious art.

The original church was built in the 10th century. Three centuries later, the local overlord Sebastocrator Kaloyan (the former was his title, not the first name) attached a two-storey appendix to it with the view of it becoming a resting place for himself and his wife Desislava. Alas, both died elsewhere and what remains is a hall of 90 frescoes, the most important of them painted in 1259, depicting biblical scenes as well as the portraits of Kaloyan and Desislava – easily discernible from the surrounding saints by the absence of haloes. The third and the tallest part of the church was added in the 19th century.

Boyana Church is surrounded by lush subtropical gardens featuring several sequoias, at least one of them planted by Tsar Ferdinand I who ruled Bulgaria from 1887 to 1918. If you’re ready for lunch, the School restaurant, just a block away, serves heartwarming Bulgarian fare with a view of Sofia from Mt Vitosha.

A short walk up the hill from the church, you’ll find a trailhead for several trails going into the park. A trail going directly uphill leads to Boyana Waterfall. Before setting off, you may want to fill your flask with fresh (and holy!) water from a nearby spring a few hundred metres to the left of the trailhead.

Mountain Air

Hikes and skiing

Not only does Mt Vitosha serve as a cityscape decor element in the centre of Sofia, but it also happens to be the capital’s in-house hiking and skiing destination. Part of the Vitosha Nature Park, the mountain is also sometimes referred to as the ‘lungs of Sofia’ for the refreshing breezes it deflects onto the capital. The highest point is Mt Cherni Vrâh (Black Peak; 2290m), the fourth-highest peak in Bulgaria, where temperatures in January can fall to –20°C.With all the skiers, hikers and picnickers it attracts, it receives around 1.5 million visitors a year. There are dozens of clearly marked hiking trails, a few hotels, cafes and restaurants and numerous huts and chalets. The sightseeing highlight is Zlatnite Mostove – a spray of large boulders (a ‘stone river’) – that runs down a slope from an altitude of about 1700m to 1350m. The name, which translates to ‘golden bridges’, refers to the colour of lichen that grows on the stones. The boulders and green areas make for a popular sunbathing and picnicking spot. Vitosha Nature Park has three main entry points, one of which, in Simeonovo district, comes a with a lift taking people up the mountain. Allowing travellers to escape from the unforgiving summer heat, districts at the foot of the mountain are gradually evolving into Sofia’s golden mile, with a lot of upmarket housing and villas, although infrastructure is still lagging behind. There are many hotels and good restaurants in the area, which makes it a decent option for overnighting (or longer) in Sofia.


SPECTATOR SPORTS IN SOFIA

European football rules supreme in the Bulgarian capital, but there are also a few other sports to watch.

Vasil Levski Stadium

Accommodating 48,000 people, this arena is used for FIFA and UEFA matches.

Bulgarian Army Stadium

Home to the country’s top football and basketball clubs, both named CSKA.

Georgi Asparuhov Stadium

Popularly known as Gerena, this arena is the base of FC Levski.

Arena Sofia

A multipurpose closed arena that is used for almost every sport other than football, as well as concerts and party rallies.

Winter Sports Palace

A modestly sized arena for ice hockey and figure skating.




BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN SOFIA

DaDa Bar

More than a place to drink. Expect to find live music, art installations, readings or happenings.

Ale House

No need to queue at this beer hall – the tables have their own beer taps.

Cocktail Bar

Enjoy well made cocktails in the open air at this secluded bar and club.

Die Alte Lampe

A popular and fairly authentic German biergarten in Yuzhen Park.

Braga Piano Bar

A usually uncrowded modern space with live music and dance floor in addition to top-notch cocktails.



WHERE TO EAT IN SOFIA

Ararat

From the other side of the Black Sea, this is where you’ll find homely, meat-rich Armenian fare. €€

Annette

With cushion-filled couches and spicy aromas, this is the place for authentic Moroccan cooking. €€

Ege Türk

Arguably the best Turkish food in town. Hole-in-the-wall place within Sofia’s Turkish quarter. €€

K.E.V.A

A simple-looking place that offers five-star cuisine. Lots of meat dishes. €€

Krachme Divaka

In an appealing old house, this restaurant is a good choice for traditional Bulgarian food. €€

Manastirska Magernitsa

Enormous menu features recipes collected from monasteries across the country. €€

Stories of Nation Building

History museum turned party residence

A combined ticket sold at Boyana Church also includes a sight of a rather different nature, located about 2km downhill. Housed in the former communist congress palace, Bulgaria’s National Museum of History occupies a stunning, if inconvenient, setting; unless a coach party turns up, you may have the place to yourself. The exhaustive collection includes Thracian gold treasures, Roman statuary, folk costumes, weaponry and icons. But history buffs might be disappointed finding more national myth-making than the actual history. Large parts of the exhibition are dedicated to the survival of the church under the Ottomans and to the national liberation. With a glass wall facing the mountain, the grandiose late-communist-era building itself appears to be the most attractive piece of the collection. A rather elegant example of socialist modernism, the airy building was unveiled in 1974. Twenty-five years later, in November 1989, it housed the historical plenary meeting of the Communist Party’s Central Committee, which resolved to send Bulgaria’s long-time communist ruler, Todor Zhivkov, into retirement.


SOFIA’S QUIRKIEST MUSEUMS

Earth & Man National Museum

An old-school outfit dedicated to geology, with two floors of minerals, crystals and ores.

Boris Christoff Museum

A charming villa that used to be the house of a famous Bulgarian opera singer.

Dimitar Dimov House Museum

The authentic apartment of a famous author, with lots of period furniture and dedicated staff.

Museum of the Bees

This tiny cottage shaped as a traditional clay beehive contains a small exhibition on the ancient trade of beekeeping.

Ivan Vazov House Museum

A nicely curated exhibition in the original apartment of Bulgaria’s most venerated writer.



Tsar’s Bathhouse

Historical spa complex

It was meant to be a bathhouse for Bulgarian royals when the elegant palace containing Bankya Central Mineral Baths was inaugurated in 1911. Reopened after a thorough restoration in 2022, it now welcomes ordinary mortals who – apart from admiring its opulent interior – can frolic in the pools and pamper themselves in six kinds of saunas plus a salt room. A long-established spa town, Bankya is located 17km away from the centre of Sofia.
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Mountain Transit

Chairlift adventure

Unless you have an urge, you don’t have to climb Mt Vitosha on foot, especially if carrying skiing equipment. A gondola lift that originates in the district of Simeonovo at the foot of the mountain will whizz you and your ski equipment to Bulgaria’s highest ski resort – Aleko Ski Resort, with its own network of chairlifts and well maintained skiing slopes. At 6270m, this cable-car route is advertised as the longest in the country. The gondola trip lasts about 30 minutes. Intermediate stations Vtora and Chetvarta serve as trailheads for hiking routes into the park. You can continue your trip on the same ticket, having done them. Note that the chairlift may not be working outside the weekends, especially outside the winter season.

If you’re here for the snow, you can generally hit the slopes by the middle of December most years. The season often lasts all the way into April. There is a skiing school where you can hire an instructor for yourself or your children.
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Walks in the Foothills

Exploring Dragalevtsi area

Dragalevtsi district at the foot of the Vitosha mountain is another popular entry point into the park but – alas – only on foot. The original chairlift here has fallen into disrepair and is now closed. However, this is a fairly attractive area with a few good restaurants, including the huge and folksy Vodenitsata by the park entrance; upmarket La Bottega Monte for delicious Italian food; and hotels for those who want to spend the night in cooler climes. Pilgrims and tourists alike flock to this area because of the Dragalevtsi Monastery (in fact a nunnery), located on forested mountain slope, above the namesake district. Built around 1345, it contains colourful murals and is revered as one of the hiding places of the ubiquitous anti-Turkish rebel leader Vasil Levski.


BEST HIKES IN VITOSHA NATURE PARK

Boyana Church–Zlatnite Mostove

Ask for directions to Boyana Waterfall. From there, obvious paths lead to Zlatnite Mostove (three hours).

Zlatnite Mostove–Mt Cherni Vrâh

A challenging hike, via Kumata Hut and Mt Sedloto (2018m; three hours).

Aleko–Mt Cherni Vrâh

Popular, but steep (90 minutes on foot).

Aleko–Zlatnite Mostove

Follow the trail to Goli Vrâh, skirt around Mt Sredets (1969m) and pass Hotel Bor (three hours).

Dragalevtsi-Boyana

An easy 5km low-altitude route connecting two main entry points into Vitosha Nature Park.



WHERE TO SHOP IN SOFIA

Vino Orenda

Small wine shop with knowledgeable owner and products from a variety of independent producers.

Bulgarian Rose

Locally made, rose-scented beauty products.

Mirella Bratova

Stylish women’s fashions designed by a famous Sofia couturier.

Orange Book Store Centre

A popular bookstore chain right in the city centre, with several floors. English titles available.

Mall of Sofia

Sofia’s first shopping centre, filled with international brand-name stores and coffee bars.

Helicon

Good range of English-language fiction plus books on Bulgaria in various languages.





PLOVDIV & THE SOUTHERN MOUNTAINS
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ANCIENT HISTORY AMID RAW WILDERNESS


Overflowing with history, the oldest city in Europe is but a gateway to incredible experiences that remain largely undiscovered.
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In the Old Town of Plovdiv there is a wall. It is no ordinary wall, yet sits innocuously at the rear of a local park. At closer inspection, you can see the layers of history written in the very stones, as civilisations built themselves on top of each other over many hundreds of years.

History is a major part of daily life in southern Bulgaria. The locals walk among ruins and reside a simple stone’s throw from incredible natural wonders that visitors can only marvel at. In the Rodopi Mountains, to the south of Plovdiv, there are cave systems and ancient riverbeds millions of years old that are still awaiting discovery by the modern world. To the west, the Pirin and Rila mountain ranges soar, often disappearing into the clouds where storms rage over the peaks. Winter sees the ski resort of Bansko come to life, and in summer all three mountain ranges are crawling with hikers enjoying spectacular glacial lakes and resplendent views. Beyond, in the shadows of sand-pyramid geological phenomena, sits Melnik, the smallest town in Bulgaria that pulsates every weekend with hoards of wine-loving visitors.

Given its abundance of wineries and spa towns, combined with the unspoilt environment, the southern region of Bulgaria is fast becoming one of the most attractive destinations in the country.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Plovdiv

History, ancient ruins and culture.

Bansko

Skiing, hiking and festivals.

Melnik

Vineyards and incredible rock formations.



Find Your Way


While the city of Plovdiv is small and largely walkable, the incredible mountain regions can be difficult to navigate. Travel like a local, and you can still see the best the region has to offer.
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Plan Your Time


You will need plenty of time to get around this mountainous region. Start in Plovdiv and, as time allows, move on to explore the hidden wonders and amazing natural beauty beyond.
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A Long Weekend

• Plovdiv is the cultural and historical heart of the region. Stay in the centre and take a free walking tour on your first day. Discover all of the main sights and listen to the incredible history during a two-hour snapshot.

• Spend the rest of your time retracing your steps and discovering the incredible sights in more detail.

• In the Old Town, buy a ticket to visit five historical places and start with the spectacular Ancient Roman Theatre before moving onto the National Revival house-museums. Spend your evenings in Kapana, exploring authentic Bulgarian culinary delights, craft beers and wines.




A Weeklong Stay

• Spend your first two days exploring Plovdiv, then venture into the Rodopi Mountains and surrounds.

• Take a day trip to Bachkovo Monastery, Asen’s Fortress and the aptly named Wonderful Bridges.

• Discover the ancient city of Perperikon, or catch the bus to Smolyan, where you can hike to some spectacular waterfalls. Alternatively, catch the train to Septemvri, and then the scenic narrow-gauge railway to Bansko.

• Ski in winter or hike in summer, depending on the time of year. From there, you can visit Rila Monastery, or go winetasting in historical Melnik.




If You Have More Time

• In the Rodopi Mountains you can spend a night or two in Smolyan or Devin and visit the beautiful Uhlovitsa Caves and Devil’s Throat Cave. In Devin you can enjoy the natural spas that make the town famous.

• Move onto Bansko and hike the spectacular Pirin Lakes during the summer.

• Do a day trip up into the Rila Mountains to the renowned Seven Rila Lakes, visiting Rila Monastery on the return trip.

• Melnik, the smallest town in Bulgaria, is also unmissable, with its unique sandstone pyramid formations and world-class wineries.



Seasonal Highlights

January to March brings optimal winter skiing conditions. In summer, July to September is the best time for hiking the high mountain trails.

JANUARY TO APRIL

The winter ski season is in full swing in the popular resort towns of Bansko and Pamporovo.
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FEBRUARY

The annual Melnik ‘Golden Grape’ wine festival is held, featuring all of the Melnik wines, plus singing and dancing.
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JUNE

Kapana Fest kicks off in Plovdiv, with music, performances and bazaars in the cultural centre.
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JULY

The summer hiking season arrives, with the Pirin Lakes and Rila Lakes the centre of attention.
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AUGUST

Bansko Jazz Festival sees musicians arrive from all over the world, and is quickly followed by the Opera Festival.
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SEPTEMBER

The Pirin Ultra Marathon in Bansko sees the start of the toughest endurance running event in the Balkans
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DECEMBER

Christmas celebrations in Plovdiv include the Christmas markets, as well as Christmas day concerts and festival.

[image: jpg]

R R/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



Plovdiv

ROMAN RUINS | CULTURE CAPITAL
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There are few places in Bulgaria that capture its lengthy and volatile history as completely as Plovdiv. At 8000 years old, it is the oldest continuously inhabited city in Europe, and it is fair to say that it has seen it all. From the Roman Empire to Ottoman Rule and the National Revival period, there is little wonder that culture has woven itself into the central fibres of the city itself. This culminated in Plovdiv capturing the coveted crown of European Capital of Culture in 2019, a title of which they are extremely proud.

Like other ancient cities, such as Rome and Athens, Plovdiv was built across seven distinctive hills in the fertile valley alongside the Maritsa River. In 1833, French poet and statesperson Alphonse de Lamartine stated ‘This is one of the most beautiful natural sites of a city that one can imagine.’ Very few would argue with him.


GETTING AROUND

Getting around Plovdiv is best done on foot. The city is small and the popular parts are very close together. There is a bus network available to reach outlying areas, or if your hotel is not central. Bus tickets to anywhere in Plovdiv, no matter the distance, are simply 1 lv.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Ancient Roman Theatre

EXPERIENCES

2 Ancient Roman Forum

3 Ancient Roman Stadium

4 Bunardzhika Hill

see 3 Dzhumaya Mosque

5 Hindliyan House

6 Hippocrates Pharmacy Museum

7 Kapana

8 Nebet Tepe

9 Roman Well

10 Sahat Tepe

11 Stambolyan House

12 Statue of Milyo

13 Tsar Simeon Garden

14 Zlatyu Boyadzhiev Permanent Exhibition

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

15 Free Plovdiv Tour

SLEEPInG

16 Double Tree by Hilton

17 Hakuna Matata Guest House

18 Hotel Residence City Garden

19 Villa Flavia

EATING

20 Aylyakria

21 Brick House

22 Bulgar Gastro Bar

see 21 Central Perk

23 Fresh Pasta

24 Hebros

see 2 Hemingway

25 Pavaj

26 Rahat Tepe

27 Restaurant Philippopolis

28 Saborna 23

29 Smokini

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

30 5 Nat Bar

31 Anyway Social Bar

see 21 Cat & Mouse

TRANSPORT

32 Rodopi Bus Station
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On your first day, try doing the Free Plovdiv Tour, a sightseeing walk that takes place 365 days a year, meeting at 11am outside the City Hall. This will give you a great overview of Plovdiv, the layout of the city and some wonderful local tips.



Experience a Subterranean Marvel

Beautifully preserved ancient Rome

One of the major sights in Plovdiv is located in the middle of the main pedestrian street: the Ancient Roman Stadium, built in the 2nd century BCE, was once used for games, chariot races and Roman gladiatorial events. The fall of the Roman Empire meant that the stadium eventually fell into disuse, and progress saw the town build over the top of it.

The Ancient Roman Stadium is 250m long, and for many hundreds of years patiently awaited rediscovery right below Plovdiv’s main thoroughfare. In fact, up until the early 1970s, traffic ran directly above it. The city eventually closed the street to traffic, and excavations began on parts of the Ancient Stadium. This was a delicate operation, as the majority of the stadium still lies right beneath the buildings along either side of the street. The main curved part of one end of the stadium was completely uncovered, though, and stands now as one of the most incredible and recognisable sights in all of Plovdiv.

There are several ways to view and experience the Ancient Stadium. The main excavation – the curved section of seating – can be accessed via the stairs at street level, adjacent to the Dzhumaya Mosque. Visitors can walk through the ancient entrance tunnel in the stadium, have coffee in the cafe and view a 3D movie about the stadium. Further down the street in the H&M store is another section of seating, viewable from the shop floor above. Alternatively, catch the elevator down to the basement level to get a closer view. The location of the other end of the stadium can be seen clearly marked on the street near the famous Statue of Milyo.

WHERE TO STAY IN PLOVDIV

Emporium Plovdiv

Possibly the most luxurious hotel in Plovdiv, modern with contemporary design, smart lighting and blinds. €€€

Hotel Residence City Garden

Located opposite Tsar Simeon Garden – this is luxury, just a short stroll from town. €€€

Double Tree by Hilton

Large, spacious, modern, fresh and only minutes from the centre on foot. €€
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A CITY OF WONDER

How many more historical sights still lie undiscovered around Plovdiv? At any given time, work progresses on an archaeological site somewhere. It is part of life in Plovdiv that a heavy rain, landslide or earth movement might uncover ruins that have been left undiscovered for centuries. Perhaps the most captivating of all are the remains of the Roman era. A lovingly restored Ancient Roman Forum lies alongside the main pedestrian area in the very centre of town, as does an ancient Roman well beside Tsar Simeon Garden. A simple walk anywhere in Plovdiv could lead to a discovery thousands of years old that you would likely never find on any map.



WHERE TO STAY IN PLOVDIV

Grand Hotel Plovdiv

Only a short stroll across the river from the centre, featuring wonderful views and facilities. €€

Villa Flavia Boutique Hotel

Contemporary design hotel right in the centre, with ancient Roman bath ruins on-site.€€

Hakuna Matata Guest House

A great budget hostel with wonderful atmosphere and rooftop bar, just a short stroll from town. €

Theatre of Dreams

Experience a 1st-century Roman masterpiece

It is a wonder in itself that Plovdiv’s Ancient Roman Theatre lay undiscovered for nearly 2000 years. Constructed in the 1st century CE in the time of Roman Emperor Marcus Ulpius Trajan, it stands today as one of the best-preserved theatres of its kind in the world. This is mostly due to the fact that it was concealed beneath the hills of the Old Town right up until the early 1970s. There are many stories and local legends that surround the theatre’s eventual discovery. These range from a local resident striking the marble seating while digging in his garden, to a freak landslide exposing it during a raging storm. Either way, archaeologists spent 10 years reclaiming the entire structure and lovingly restoring it to its current state.

The Ancient Roman Theatre once seated 6000 people and is placed perfectly in the saddle between two of the hills of the Old Town. Its southerly facing aspect is directed towards the distant Rodopi Mountains, and the acoustics are said to be some of the best you could wish for in an open-air theatre. This is no doubt the reason the idyllic location was chosen to build such an incredible venue.

The theatre is still used to this day, weaving itself seamlessly into the Plovdiv cultural scene where, during the summer months, it regularly hosts concerts and events.

Visitors to Plovdiv can discover the Ancient Roman Theatre for free by simply standing at the top, albeit behind a large fence, and viewing the entire theatre below. For a closer inspection, tickets only cost 5 lv; purchase them in the ticket office on-site. Once in the theatre you are free to wander the premises yourself, stand on the stage and sit in the ancient seats that are rubbed smooth by the thousands that came before.

Soak in the Culture in Kapana

The cultural centre’s culinary delights

The Kapana district of Plovdiv is the dark horse of tourism in the city. While overshadowed by the Old Town’s popularity, Kapana is a pleasant surprise for first-time visitors. It is impossible to miss Kapana, and almost as impossible to leave once you find it.

The name Kapana means ‘the trap’. The name was not given by accident, and any visitor can testify to that. The district is the cultural hub of Plovdiv, and many years ago when local artisans and tradespeople occupied the district, they came up with an ingenious plan. This was to design the roads throughout the area in such a way that visitors would become trapped inside. The plan worked, and Kapana thrived.

Fast forward to the modern day, and the Kapana district is a nostalgic favorite of Plovdiv locals, and a must-see for visitors. With a location only a street away from the main pedestrian zone on one side, and the traditional streets of the Old Town on the other, Kapana is perfectly placed. Artists, writers, musicians and other creative types make the district their home, and an initiative by the Plovdiv 2019 foundation called Kapana Creative District became a resounding success. This culminated in Plovdiv capturing the crown of European Capital of Culture for 2019.

Kapana is a thriving and pulsating area, where people are always on the move. Adorned with street art, decorated with flags, coloured lights and even more colourful buildings, Kapana is as alive as it is relaxed and homely. This is a district where you can hop from craft-beer testing to winetasting, dine in style on the most delicate of European cuisine, or indulge in traditional local fare. You can even sit and have coffee in a Friends-TV-show-themed coffee shop, appropriately named Central Perk.

From boutique shopping to dusty bookshops, Kapana is a district that has the ability to make anyone that enters feel at home.
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BEST EXPERIENCES FOR FIRST-TIME VISITORS
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Adelina Kalapchieva is a tour guide with Free Plovdiv Tour. She shares her favourite things to do in her hometown for first-time visitors.

Visit the Ancient Roman Theatre

Time travel is possible in this town.

Climb on top of Bunardzhika Hill

Enjoy a breathtaking view of the city.

Check Hindliyan House

See what it was like to be a wealthy merchant here in the past.

Visit Kapana district

Spend an evening getting to know aylyak (a local word that describes a state of delight).

Join the Socialist Architecture Tour

Discover hidden gems from the recent past.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE OLD TOWN

Rahat Tepe

Traditional Bulgarian food with amazing views. Regarded for its hotplate dishes and fresh seasonal salads. €€

Hebros

Fine-dining traditional restaurant set in a historic house. Freshly cooked, homemade-style meals. €€€

Restaurant Philippopolis

Highly recommended meat dishes. Setting is a beautiful hidden garden of the Old Town. €€€


SAVE MONEY & SEE MORE

To see the best of the Old Town, make sure you get a combined ticket, purchased at the ticket office at the Ancient Theatre for 15 lv. It gives access to five attractions of your choice, which include:

Ancient Roman Theatre

Incredibly preserved ancient Roman theatre that is still used today.

Balabanov House, Hindliyan House, Nedkovich House & Klianti House

Beautifully conserved and restored National Revival–era houses.

Hippocrates Pharmacy Museum

Medical and pharmacy museum displaying National Revival–era medicines and practices.

Stambolyan House

A beautiful Revival House acting as an art gallery, displaying the works of Dimitar Kirov (1935–2008).

Zlatyu Boyadzhiev Permanent Exhibition

The amazing collection of paintings by late Bulgarian artist Zlatyu Boyadzhiev (1903–1976).





Step Back in Time
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The highlights of Plovdiv’s Old Town can be seen in a day, with a relaxing stroll around the cobbled streets. To orient yourself, enter from Kapana via the pedestrian tunnel, and begin at 1 Hindliyan House. This is a wonderful example of how a rich merchant lived in the early 19th century. From here, head to 2 Balabanov House, connected to Hindliyan House via a gate in the side garden wall. Once you are finished exploring, take a stroll up the hill to 3 Rahap Tepe. This is one of the most popular restaurants in the city, both for traditional Bulgarian fare and the incredible city views. Depending upon the time of day, you can enjoy lunch or an ice-cold, refreshing local beer. Just beyond Rahap Tepe is 4 Nebet Tepe. This archaeological site may not be open if archaeologists are currently working, but is certainly worth stopping by. From Nebet Tepe, head back down the hill to the 5 Regional Ethnographic Museum, where you can discover all about Bulgarian traditions, and explore the past in one of the most historical houses in the Old Town. Just around the corner from here you will find 6 Hisar Kapia Gate, a wonderfully preserved gate into the Old Town, and only a quick stroll beyond 7 Nedkovich House, which still contains original furniture owned by the rich merchant himself. From here, head back past the gate and turn left at the top of the hill, making your way to 8 Hippocrates Pharmacy Museum. For anyone interested in medicine, this is a wonderful glimpse into past treatments. The final stop on the tour is 9 Ancient Roman Theatre, the most well preserved Roman theatre in the world.



Incredible Views, Glorious Sunsets

Exploring Plovdiv’s hills

The valley between the Rodopi Mountains and the distant Balkan Mountains is a broad and fertile plain, through which the Maritsa River lazily flows, and the seven legendary hills of Plovdiv stand proudly. Sprawled across three of these hills lies the Old Town of Plovdiv, and the beginnings of a civilisation that was set to endure for thousands of years.

While legends and historical records will always make mention of the seven hills, today there are only six remaining. Markovo Tepe, the seventh of the hills, was mined for its stone and partially destroyed as a result. Residents and visitors to Plovdiv still ‘walk’ on the hill every day, though, as the stone itself was used to pave the streets.

Unlike other cities that are built across seven hills, Plovdiv’s hills stand tall and stark against the surrounding plains. They can be seen from many miles off, and there is no mistaking them if you are approaching the city during the daylight hours by road or rail. They are distinct, and are ingrained not only into the history of Plovdiv, but also into the everyday local life.

A visit to the Old Town is the natural introduction to the hills of Plovdiv. Nebet Tepe, possibly the most well known, is believed to be the site of the original settlement in Plovdiv. The hill still contains remains of city walls and towers that date back as far as 4000 BCE. From Nebet Tepe, the Old Town sprawls out across two more hills, mesmerising visitors with its cobblestoned laneways, National Revival houses and Roman ruins.

On the other side of the main pedestrian street you’ll see Sahat Tepe, so close that it seems part of the city centre itself. On top, proudly standing since 1618 is a beautiful clock tower, although unconfirmed local legend claims that it was once the home to the Temple of the Goddess Venus. You can climb Sahat Tepe in only a few minutes by locating Lady Strangford St near the Ancient Stadium. Follow it into Stefan Karadzha St, and follow it all the way to the top of the hill.

Although Youth Hill, the furthest from the city centre, is the tallest hill in Plovdiv, it is eclipsed by Bunardzhika Hill (or Alyosha Hill), as the most popular. It can be seen from nearly anywhere in the city limits, standing tall and stark against the skyline, topped by the incredible statue of a Russian soldier. The hill and surrounding base have been turned into a beautiful parkland, forested over and honeycombed with trails and walkways. Locals can be seen in the mornings and evenings, walking their dogs and making the climb to the summit to witness the best views of the city, and some of the most glorious sunsets you will see in Plovdiv. To make the climb yourself, the easiest and most direct route is to simply follow the road up from the park at the base. It is closed to traffic, and open for pedestrian access only. As you near the peak, you will find many options for places to sit and watch the sunset, or to simply enjoy the wonderful views.
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WHY I LOVE PLOVDIV
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Jason Lee, Lonely Planet writer

While most visitors to Plovdiv come to see the incredible ruins and relics of the past, it is the welcoming nature of the people and unique culture of the city that truly captivates me.

I’ve been blessed to have visited Plovdiv across several different seasons, and I am constantly amazed at the never-ending activity. From craft-beer festivals, the annual Christmas markets, or just a normal day in theOold Town, the people of Plovdiv are always finding reasons to celebrate.

I’ve made friends in Plovdiv over the counter at kebab shops, on tours, in bars and simply walking down the street. The people keep me coming back, and catching up with friends among centuries-old ruins is an experience that could never get old.



WHERE TO DRINK IN KAPANA

5 Nat Bar

Wine bar where you can sample hundreds of wines. Serves food from the popular Pavaj Restaurant.

Cat & Mouse

Over 150 craft beers from all over Europe, as well as the local brew.

Anyway Social Bar

Serving delicious choices of coffee during the day, and turns into a cocktail bar by night.

Summer Nights with the Singing Fountain

Light and music display in the park

One of the most popular features in Plovdiv, the ‘Singing Fountains’ of Tsar Simeon Garden are a feature of every Friday, Saturday and Sunday night during summer.

Having fallen into disrepair in the late 1990s, the fountains underwent a complete overhaul and renovation in 2015. After draining the pool, the existing fountains were removed, and up-to-date, modern fountain equipment was imported from Toronto and installed by a local contractor.

The fountains comprise five different jet effects, laid out in a distinct question-mark format. The incredible choreography is made possible by modern software, and a large room is located beneath the pool to house the equipment required to control the lighting and jet effects.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN KAPANA

Pavaj

Exquisite service and a local favourite, known for its homegrown and organic produce. €€€

Saborna 23

Good-value fine-dining experience in a cosy and relaxing atmosphere. Offers vegetarian options, and the ribs are highly recommended. €€

Brick House

Famous for its fresh ingredients. Highly recommended pasta and seafood dishes. €€

Bulgar Gastro Bar

Traditional recipes from different parts of Bulgaria, served with a modern look, together with wines selected from Bulgarian farms and wineries. €€

Aylyakria

Traditional Bulgarian cuisine located in the heart of Kapana. Hand-picked Bulgarian wines and craft beers create a gastro experience you just can’t miss. €€€



MAIN STREET DINING

Fresh Pasta

Bistro-style homemade pasta. Large portions of pastas and salads that are a local favourite. €€

Smokini

Bulgarian food with a twist. Highly recommended dishes include the Smokini Salad and cheesecake desserts. €€€

Hemingway

Mediterranean cuisine rated the best in Plovdiv. Beef and chicken dishes are especially delicious. €€€



Beyond Plovdiv


[image: jpg]

Nearby Rodopi Mountains are a playground for outdoor enthusiasts, neighboured by softly rolling foothills carpeted with vineyards and ancient ruins.


South of Plovdiv, the oldest mountain range in Europe dominates the skyline, stretching all the way to the Greek border. The Rodopi Mountains are a softer, more rolling version of other mountain ranges found in southern Bulgaria. Deep, lush gorges resplendent with towering waterfalls, hidden caving systems that are millions of years old, and grassy green meadows floating alongside the clouds are a lure for adventurers from all over the world.

In the winter, ski resorts come alive, while nearby spa towns are filled to overflowing. To the east, the foothills are dotted with magnificent monasteries. Vineyards create tapestries across the landscape, along with ancient, ruined fortresses and the memories of civilisations from long ago.

Places

Rodopi Mountains


GETTING AROUND

The Rodopi Mountains are not easy to get around. Buses regularly run from Plovdiv to all local towns in the mountains and surrounding areas. This is the cheapest way to travel, though with a gradual decline in population since the early 1990s in mountain towns, the buses between towns and villages don’t always run to schedule.

Driving yourself or visiting more remote locations on an organised or private tour is a more stable method of getting around.
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With limited public transport, the Rodopi Mountains can be difficult to get around. Day trips from Plovdiv are a smart alternative.



Rodopi MountainsTIME from plovdiv:  20 MINS [image: img]

Ancient cities, monasteries and spa towns

While there is so much history and culture crammed into the small city of Plovdiv, many visitors to the region fail to cast their eyes further afield and are much poorer for it. Throughout the Rodopi Mountains, in their forested foothills and plains beyond, lie ancient ruins, centres of culture and resort towns that are too often overlooked.

The beautiful Bachkovo Monastery is easily accessible by local bus or day tour. While it will forever reside in the shadow of the larger and more popular Rila Monastery, Bachkovo loses nothing in comparison. It’s almost impossible not to fall instantly in love with the smaller and more intimate version, with its beautiful grounds and intricately crafted frescoes that capture the imagination.

A little closer to Plovdiv, perched high on top of a craggy cliff overhanging the road far below, sits Asen’s Fortress. Over 2000 years old, this incredible structure holds an important place in the history of the region, as its strategic location guarded ancient Thrace from foreign invaders. Accessible by road from nearby Asenovgrad, the fortress is a popular spot for many locals who hike up on weekends in order to enjoy the incredible views and clean mountain air.

Further afield, and not far from the Greek border, lies Perperikon, an ancient city that is still being discovered. Archaeologists are unsure just how large Perperikon actually is, and work continues as they endeavour to uncover more and more of this amazing city that dates back as early as the Bronze Age.
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Hiking, waterfalls and natural wonders

The Rodopi Mountains are an enigma for most first-time visitors to this region of Bulgaria, and only ever explored tentatively by way of a day trip or two. While this can be a smart way to see some of the more distant sights, it takes a little more ingenuity to discover what truly makes the Rodopi special.

Deep within the mountains are hikes and natural wonders of such beauty that they really have to been seen with your own eyes. Places such as the Wonderful Bridges, nearly a two-hour drive from Plovdiv, are some of the most incredible natural formations in Bulgaria. The fact that they are so little known is almost incomprehensible. To get to them, you will need a car or some form of private transport. The good news is that they are located right beside the road, and the only real hiking required is to explore in and around them.

A little further into the mountains lies the sleepy village of Smolyan, making its home in a deep green valley, surrounded by craggy peaks and forests of pines. Nearby, there is a hike called the Canyon of Waterfalls and it comes exactly as advertised, with no less than a dozen amazing waterfalls crashing and plummeting down an incredible gorge in the middle of the mountains. This is a hike that is really easy to find, as the signs in Smolyan point you directly to it. Technically, it is walking distance from town, but the best way to get here is with private vehicle or taxi. Park your car near the turnoff, and then hoof it up to the ticket office and trailhead. From there you will only need a couple of hours to do the hike itself. The trail is well marked and maintained, with sturdy stairs built in the tricky parts. Once you reach the top of the canyon, you also have the choice to retrace your steps or make a loop hike out of it, following the trail along the ridgeline, before dropping down to the starting point once more.

To the southwest of Smolyan you will find Uhlovitsa Caves, one of the oldest caving systems in Bulgaria. You will need your own car to reach them, but they are easily found on the road from Smolyan to Mogilitsa. The caves themselves run for 450m, with 330m of them open to the public. They have been described as the most beautiful caves in Bulgaria, and earned the nickname of the ‘Underground Rodopi Palace’, due to the incredible formations found inside.

To the west of Smolyan, and closer to the spa town of Devin, is one of the most awe-inspiring attractions of the Rodopi Mountains. Devil’s Throat Cave features the largest underground waterfall in the Balkans, and offers an experience that you will never forget. Although open all year round, late spring and summer are the best times to visit, and while it’s not technically a hike, you will have to traverse over 300 stairs as you descend into the cave itself.
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BEST WINERIES

Southern Bulgaria, or Bulgarian Thrace, is famous for its wineries. Here are a few to visit when you’re in the area.

Castra Rubra Winery

Extremely popular, friendly winery with award-winning wines.

Bessa Valley Winery

Rich, French-influenced wines, only 45 minutes’ drive from Plovdiv.

Villa Yustina Winery

Nice boutique winery, only an hour from Plovdiv.

Katarzyna Estate

Award-winning winery offering tours of the entire production cycle. Located close to the Turkish and Greek borders.

Winery Zagreus

Modern yet traditional winery with wonderful unique wines.

Zaara Estate Winery

Beautiful winery with accommodation, extensive panoramic views and restaurant.



WHERE TO STAY

Persenk Spa Hotel

An older hotel, but still the most popular spa resort in Devin. €€€

Devin Spa Hotel

A good spa at decent-value price right in the centre of Devin. €€

Hotel Kiparis Alpha

Best hotel in Smolyan – central location, great spa and wonderful views. €€


ESCAPE THE WINTER CROWDS

The Rodopi Mountains are not as famous as the Pirin or Rila Mountains when it comes to winter sports, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist. In fact, the sunniest of the Bulgarian ski resorts is located in the Rodopis.

Pamporovo Ski Resort sits right in the middle of the mountains, not far from the township of Smolyan. It’s popular with beginner and intermediate skiers, as the gently rounded profile of the Rodopi Mountains creates slopes that are more moderate than at other ski resorts.

Ticket holders at Pamporovo can also catch the shuttle bus to the nearby town of Chepelare and the Mechi Chal Resort, which offers a slightly smaller and cheaper skiing option.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE RODOPI MOUNTAINS

Hotel Kamelia

Spa hotel close to Pamporovo Ski Resort, offering shuttle services, ski rentals and a restaurant. €€€

Velina Spa Hotel

Best Velingrad option, quietly located on side of a hill with indoor and outdoor pools. €€€

Hotel Vella Hills

Beautiful Velingrad spa hotel in a good location with large rooms and a great spa centre. €€€

The best spas in Bulgaria

It is a little-known fact among most visitors to Bulgaria that the country has the second-most natural mineral springs in Europe. With over 600 known mineral springs, of which more than 80% are known to have healing properties, it is no wonder that Bulgaria is a favourite destination for healing and wellness retreats.

Within the Rodopi Mountains there are several towns that enjoy the unique healing properties of mineral springs. The most well known of these is Velingrad, which features the largest and most significant resource of thermal waters in Bulgaria. There are around 80 springs issuing into the town of Velingrad alone, the waters of which are famous for their multiple healing properties.

The other main spa town in the Rodopi Mountains is Devin. While not as large as Velingrad, Devin is popular due to its beautiful location, sitting in a picturesque valley carved into the mountains surrounded by ancient pine forests. The area is also very popular with hikers and walkers, while the town itself is known for its delicious local food.

While these are the most popular spa towns in the Rodopis, they are not alone, with smaller spa hotels also found in nontraditional spa towns such as Smolyan, Zlatograd and Pamporovo.

Both Velingrad and Devin are easy to reach from Plovdiv, with local buses running several times a day from the Rodopi Bus Station, located just behind the main railway station.

Traverse the mountains by train

For anyone that is a lover of nostalgic train journeys, the narrow-gauge railway to Bansko is a must. Beginning at Septemvri Station, approximately 50km from Plovdiv, the railway journeys up into the Pirin Mountains to the ski resort of Bansko, before terminating at Dobrinishte. The approximate 125km journey takes several hours, and is one of the most scenic train rides that you can take in the Balkans.

Many locals use the narrow-gauge railway, as it services the local small towns and villages along the route, as well as the popular spa town of Velingrad. The train climbs slowly up the mountains, stopping regularly, until it eventually passes Avramovo station, which, at 1267m is the highest train station in the Balkans.

If you are heading from Plovdiv to Bansko, then the narrow-gauge is a wonderful option to get there. Not only is it more direct than going via Sofia, but you will see a part of Bulgaria that you wouldn’t otherwise experience. The views are extraordinary, and the slow journey through the crisp, clean mountain air is exhilarating.

As the going becomes steep, the train slows down to such a pace that is not only relaxing, but allows you to enjoy the scenery without having it whisk past in the blur that is more common on modern transport. In days gone by, stories even tell of young men jumping from the front of the slow-moving train to pick flowers for the young women, with time enough to jump back on again. Although the train these days is rarely that slow, the stories are certainly imaginable.

Catching the train is easy, although you can’t book ahead. Purchase tickets from the ticket office on the day of your journey (around 7 lv for the entire trip). You can reach Septemvri by catching the normal train from either Plovdiv or Sofia.
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THE BEST HIKE IN THE RODOPI MOUNTAINS
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Kamen, local hiking guide from Plovdiv, shares his favourite hike.

The magical Rodopis are the largest mountains in the country, and offer a different type of beauty – green pastures, dense conifer forests, herds of sheep and cows, mountainous wildlife and vegetation, picturesque mountain villages, big water reservoirs, interesting locals. All that and spectacular panoramic views of mountain scenery one can enjoy on the trail from Trigrad to Zhrebevo village and back.

The loop hike begins and ends in Trigrad village and takes place between 1200m and 1585m above sea level. Elevation difference is 385m, walking distance 18km, and hiking time (including breaks) is six hours.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE RODOPI MOUNTAINS

Restaurant Dyovlen

Delicious traditional food in Devin for a decent price; friendly staff with exceptional service. €€

Old Willow

Wonderful Bulgarian food in Devin. An extensive selection of dishes served in generous portions. €€

Paradise

Marvellous local restaurant in Velingrad. Tasty Bulgarian food that is highly recommended by locals. €€€


THE LAST RAILWAY OF ITS KIND

There were once dozens of narrow-gauge railways in existence in Bulgaria. In such a mountainous country, it’s not hard to understand why.

The narrow-gauge railway runs on a track that is around half the width of the standard train track. This allows the train to climb steep mountainsides, and corner around much tighter bends than normal trains.

With the collapse of communism, the population began to decline as people left the smaller towns. The ensuing economic crisis meant disinvestment in things such as the narrow-gauge railway, and today it fights to stay alive. Although still running every day, and with locals relying on it, there is a real fear it may not last much longer.





Bansko

Adventure Sports | Local Culture
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Every winter the high-octane ski resort of Bansko hums with crowds of skiers and snowboarders. As a budget skiing destination, Bansko offers a value-for-money ratio that other European resorts just can’t compete with. Sold-out resorts, pubs and cafes that are full to overflowing, and massive lineups at the gondola each winter’s morning give testament to the popularity of Bansko.

With the arrival of summer, the craggy peaks of the Pirin Mountains pack a punch, as hikers and adventurers descend upon the town, and the mountains truly come to life. As the snows melt, the gondola reopens for the summer hiking season, with 118 beautiful glacial lakes as the centre of attention.

This is a resort town that never truly shuts down and, regardless of whether it’s snow season or not, it has a year-long schedule of incredible festivals and events that continues to draw the crowds.
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GETTING AROUND

Walking around the village of Bansko is the easiest way to get around. The town itself is connected to major centres, such as Sofia, Plovdiv and other towns via a regular network of buses. The nearest international airport is Sofia, and private transfers can be arranged from there to Bansko. Also of note is the scenic narrow-gauge train that runs several times a day from Bansko to Septemvri, where it links with the main railway line between Sofia and Plovdiv.
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ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

1 Gondola Ski Lift

SLEEPING

2 Amira Boutique Hotel

3 Bansko Villa Zlateva House

4 Hotel Dumanov

5 Kempinski Hotel Grand Arena

6 Premier Luxury Mountain Resort

7 Uniqato Boutique Hotel

EATING

8 Banski Han

9 Chevermeto

10 Come Prima Restaurant

see 7 Forest Cup

11 Mehana Vodenitsata

INFORMATION

see 5 Pirin National Park Tourist Information Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

Keep a close eye on the dates that you visit. While this is an all-year-round resort town, activities become limited if you are outside the best ‘snow’ period or the official summer hiking months.



Hitting the Slopes

Premium skiing on a budget

Bansko lies at the foot of the highest part of the imposing Pirin Mountains, and offers the very best of skiing and boarding conditions in Bulgaria. Proudly holding the title of the largest ski resort in the Balkans, it is also the most popular and every winter it hosts visitors from all over Europe.

The resort is home to 75km of marked ski pistes, and 9km of cross-country trails. The majority of the ski terrain sits between 2000m and 2600m in altitude, with 80% of ski runs also covered by state-of-the-art snow guns.

With incredibly beautiful conditions in such a picturesque location, you would struggle to imagine any downside. At Bansko, though, there is one, and that comes in the form of the massive queue that occurs every winter’s morning at the main gondola ski lift. Find a way to combat this and the rest of your ski getaway is assured to be an extremely memorable one.
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BANSKOS’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Come Prima Restaurant

Winner of Bulgaria’s Best Hotel Restaurant 2022. Located in the Kempinski Hotel. €€€

Banski Han

Authentic Bulgarian food served in very large portions and offering vegetarian options. €€

Mehana Vodenitsata

Delicious local cuisine in generous portions. Recommended dish: the pork tenderloin and chips. €€€

VIP Room

For a touch of class while skiing, this is a top-class Italian restaurant on the ski slopes. €€€

Chevermeto

Traditional food, pizzas and seafood. Large restaurant with live music and amazing atmosphere. €€€

Forest Cup

Best coffee shop and cheap eats in town, close to the gondola. €



WHERE TO STAY IN BANKSO

Kempinski Hotel Grand Arena

Luxury plus directly adjacent to the gondola. Award-winning restaurants and facilities. €€€

Premier Luxury Mountain Resort

Grandeur in a premium location, with free shuttles, and amazing views and breakfasts. €€€

Hotel Dumanov

Well equipped hotel, a five-minute walk from the gondola, surrounded by restaurants and handy to services. €€

Enjoy Bulgarian Hospitality

Eat and drink like a local

Away from the slopes, winter sees the town of Bansko really come alive, humming with an atmosphere reminiscent of most ski resorts around the world. Where Bansko differs, though, is in the way that it offers an authentic taste of local tradition and culture as a daily part of life. Local restaurants, such as Mehana Vodenitsata, serve up hot Bulgarian dishes, while live traditional music reminds you that you are in the heart of Bulgaria.

Unlike so many other resorts around the world, Bansko doesn’t try to make you feel like you are still in your home country. Here, you are invited to become a local for a week. Eat the traditional foods, take part in the culture, and dance and sing like a local. Once you kick off your skis and leave the slopes, there is no mistaking that you are in Bulgaria.

Even with the advent of new, modern hotels, not much changes in Bansko. Cobblestones still line the streets, and the Bansko clock tower chimes every hour, just as it has done since 1869.
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A HIKE WITH A DIFFERENCE
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Josefine Kraemer, cofounder of redwhiteadventures.com with Dominik Kropacek, shares her favourite Pirin hike.

Would you wake up at 1am to walk for hours in the cold on a pitch-black path in the Bulgarian mountains, lit up only by a few head torches? There is a tradition in Bulgaria on July 1st called July Morning, where people gather to see the sunrise as a symbol of freedom. Here in Bansko, people make their way to the top of Vihren Peak to catch the first rays of light briefly before 6am. To get up that early and hike up 950m of elevation, just to wait for the sunrise in the freezing cold wind is quite the challenge – but it’s a unique travel experience!



WHERE TO STAY IN BANKSO

Uniqato Boutique Hotel

Cute boutique hotel two minutes’ walk from the gondola. Delicious food, large rooms. Pet friendly. €€

Bansko Villa Zlateva House

Small, intimate and comfortable 200-year-old building, centrally located with a budget price. €

Amira Boutique Hotel

Luxurious hotel, quiet location, a few minutes’ walk from the gondola. Free shuttle service, superb facilities. €€€

Hiking the Pirin Lakes

Gorgeous lakes among soaring peaks

In the warmer months, summertime activities such as hiking come to the fore in Bansko. Towards the end of June, things really begin to ramp up to coincide with the melting of the last of the winter snow. The gondola reopens for summer, and hikers and adventure seekers begin filling the streets of town.

The Pirin National Park is a UNESCO World Heritage site and features stunning mountaintop views along dozens of fully marked trails among its peaks. The highlight for the majority of hikers is more than 118 crystal-clear glacial lakes that are scattered across the tops of the mountains.

Hiking around the Pirin Lakes is an unforgettable experience, and one that is able to be undertaken by any hiker, no matter what their level. Whether you are still a beginner, or have boots that have seen more mountains than pavements, this incredible national park has something for you. Just make sure to consider your own safety, and always try to hike in company with someone else.

Over a dozen mountain huts are scattered across the peaks, offering shelter, food and accommodation. Most hikes in the area begin and end from these huts, and any information, maps and guides can also be found here.

If you are heading to Bansko outside of the winter season, aim to arrive around July–September for the best of conditions and some of the most gorgeous hiking you will ever experience.

A Mountain Playground

Extreme sports among the peaks

Hiking isn’t the only sport that attracts visitors to Bansko during the summer months; there are many ways to discover the natural beauty of the mountains. Mountain biking is high on the list for outdoor enthusiasts, as Bansko has seven routes that cater for all skill levels, covering everything from the classic downhill to cross country.

You could try your hand at rock climbing, explore the area by horseback or even take a quad-bike tour. Activities such as rafting and kayaking are also available on the nearby Struma River, which borders the Pirin National Park.

Surprising to many, it is also possible to fish within Pirin National Park, with strict adherence to the regimes and standards as set out in the park management plan. There are three dams within the park that are stocked with trout, carp and mullet for you to try your luck. During the peak summer months there are even sport-fishing competitions that can involve the entire family.

One summer sport that has seen a rapid rise in popularity in Bansko is paintball. Challenge your friends in the specially designed playground or in the woods to see who will come out on top. You can enter your team into competitions and tournaments that are run by organisers throughout summer.


BANSKO’S BEST FESTIVALS

Bansko is famous for its festivals that run year-round. Here are some of the biggest and most popular.

Bansko Nomad Fest

Bringing together digital nomads from all over the world for a week of presentations and festivities (June/July).

International Folklore Festival

The mountain is alive with the music of traditional Bulgarian folk dances and songs (July).

Bansko Jazz Festival

Artists from all over the world converge on Bansko for a week of incredible music (August).

Pirin Ultra Marathon

The toughest endurance running in the Balkans (September).

Bansko Film Fest

Showcasing incredible mountain film footage from around the world (November).





Beyond Bansko


[image: jpg]

The Rila Mountains dominate the northern skyline, tantalising adventure seekers with some of the most famous sights in Bulgaria


Directly across the valley from Bansko loom the highest mountains in Bulgaria. The Rila Mountains top out at an impressive 2925m on the peak of Mt Musala, but while Musala may be the king of this particular mountain range, it still doesn’t hold the distinction of being the most popular hike. That title goes to the legendary Seven Rila Lakes, a string of beautiful glacial lakes that welcome hundreds of visitors every day through the warmer months of the year.

Not far away, deep in a forested gorge surrounded by the Rila peaks sits the Rila Monastery, considered the spiritual centre of Bulgaria for the past thousand years.

Places

Rila Mountains


GETTING AROUND

Private vehicle is the easiest way to get where you want to go in the Rila Mountains, however organised tours will also take you to the popular points of interest.




[image: ] TOP TIP

An easy way to see the Rila Mountains is on a tour encompassing the Seven Rila Lakes and the Rila Monastery.



Rila MountainsTIME from bansko:  90 MINS [image: img]

Rila Monastery: Bulgaria’s spiritual centre

Rila Monastery resides in one of the most gorgeous settings imaginable. Deep inside a thickly forested gorge that carves its way into the Rila Mountains, the monastery is effortlessly charming. To say that it is a place that any visitor to Bulgaria needs to experience at least once, is an understatement.

Rila Monastery resembles a castle or fortress – not what you would expect when visiting a spiritual centre. Entering from the car park, the ancient walls surround you and the knowledge that you are on a path that monks have walked for hundreds of years is humbling. Emerging into the daylight again, the sight of the incredibly beautiful church is striking, resplendent with colonnades and archways painted in black, red and white, with a bright-yellow domed roof, and the most incredibly intricate frescoes.

For over 1000 years, Rila Monastery has been the cultural and spiritual hub of Bulgaria. The largest monastery in the country, it was founded as far back as the 10th century by St John of Rila. Back then, the monastery was a lot smaller and located further up the valley from its present location. The Rila Monastery that we know today was constructed in the 14th century, and the oldest artefacts located on the site come from this period.

During times of foreign rule, such as that under the Ottoman Empire, Rila Monastery was able to safely conserve Bulgarian language, texts and culture, possibly due to its remote location. At the beginning of the 19th century, it was largely destroyed by fire, and reconstructed in the mid 1800s during the Bulgarian National Revival era into the beginnings of the monastery that still stands today.

You can visit Rila Monastery easily by car, as the roads all the way up the valley are well sealed and safe to travel. During busy times, parking can be hard to find, especially with the large buses and tours that arrive throughout the day. Taking a tour yourself is easy from centres such as Bansko or Sofia, and is a very pleasant and relaxing way to experience one of the true treasures of Bulgaria.
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DON’T-MISS SIGHTS

Stob Pyramids

Magnificent sandstone rock formations found near Stob village along the road to Rila Monastery.

Mt Musala

Highest Balkan peak. Find the trailhead at Borovets Ski Resort.

Bear Sanctuary Belitsa

Home to 19 brown bears rescued from cruelty and given another chance with lifelong care.


STAY THE NIGHT

You can actually stay at Rila Monastery, which is something most visitors don’t find out until their tour guide tells them. The accommodation on-site is mostly set up for pilgrims who wish to spend more time at the monastery, and have traditionally trekked a long distance to visit. The rooms, therefore, are rather basic, but still have all the necessary requirements for a short stay.

Staying overnight means that you will be able to experience the monastery without crowds around. You are free to explore the grounds and upper floors that are normally off limits. It is a unique opportunity that very few experience. Accommodation can be easily booked online via the Rila Monastery website.



WHERE TO EAT NEAR RILA MONASTERY

Rila Monastery Bakery

Located behind the monastery, serving Bulgaria’s best mekitsa (traditional Bulgarian flatbread sprinkled with icing sugar). €

Gorski Kut Hotel & Restaurant

Not far from the monastery. Beautiful ambience; specialises in fish dishes. €€

Han Dyavolski Vodi

A pleasant dining experience in a gorgeous location. Grilled and fried trout is delicious. €€

Hiking the Seven Rila Lakes

For a country that has so many amazing hikes through some of the most incredible scenery in the world, finding the best and most popular would seem like an impossible task. This isn’t exactly true, as the Seven Rila Lakes Hike in the Rila Mountains takes the title by a mile. What makes these beautiful lakes so popular is not just the extraordinary scenery and views, but also the accessibility. Located not far from Sofia, the Seven Rila Lakes in the summer months can see a steady stream of hikers on a daily basis, and the area becomes rather crowded on the weekends. Don’t let this put you off, though, because this is one of the most amazing hiking experiences you will ever have the chance to do.

Getting up to the Seven Rila Lakes is not hard. In fact, you can take a chairlift from the car park all the way to the top of the mountains far above. From there, the 8.5km loop hike is classified as intermediate, and should take around 3½ to four hours. There are several options for routes that you can take, depending upon your skill level, fitness and the local weather conditions.

Swimming in these gorgeous glacial lakes is prohibited in order to preserve the beauty of the area, as is camping or lighting fires.

You can get to the Seven Rila Lakes by road from centres such as Sofia or Bansko, and park in the car park at the base of the chairlift. From there you can take the lift to the top, or hike if you have the extra few hours. Most visitors will visit on a tour, though, with the most popular tour also stopping at Rila Monastery on the return trip.

Enjoy Bulgaria’s oldest ski resort

Though not as well known or popular as Bansko, Borovets Ski Resort loses nothing in comparison. It is the second-largest ski resort in Bulgaria, with 120 years of tradition. Located on the northern slopes of the Rila Mountains, Borovets is one of the most accessible ski resorts in Bulgaria, being less than 80km from the capital city of Sofia.

Barovets has 58km of ski slopes, serviced by 13 lifts, including a gondola and multiple chairlifts. Although winters can be rather mild, the resort still sees plenty of snow every ski season.

Summer in Barovets is also popular with hikers and bike riders, with the trailhead for the Mt Musala hike located at the top of the gondola.


THE LEGEND OF THE LAKES

Thousands of years ago, two giants lived in the Rila Mountains. They were in love, and chose the area as their home, due to its incredible beauty. Their lives were happy and comfortable, and they lived in peaceful harmony with nature.

One day, evil forces passed by and immediately envied the giants. They attacked the young male giant, with the intent to destroy his beautiful home. They fought relentlessly, until eventually they prevailed, leaving the young giant vanquished.

The evil forces then left the area, and the grieving widow who cried tears so pure for her fallen husband that they gathered in pools, forming the many lakes that can be seen today.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN BOROVETS

BJ’s Bar

Happy-hour cocktails, delicious pizzas and relaxed, casual atmosphere for late afternoon drinks. €

Sunny’s Food & Bar

Enjoyable Bulgarian food and welcoming atmosphere. Vegetables are homegrown and the pork highly recommended. €€

Bobby’s Bar

Atmospheric bar featuring live music and welcoming ambience, with large menu and English-speaking staff. €

Vicky’s Pizza & The Harp Bar

More than just a pizza restaurant, with delicious steak and meat options as well. Irish pub nextdoor for a pint afterward. €€



Melnik

architecture | weird landscapes | wine
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Melnik is Bulgaria’s smallest town, with only 280 permanent residents. While that isn’t exactly a huge drawcard for visitors, this popular little town still gets jampacked with crowds on the weekends, and tours run regularly all year-round.

As you approach Melnik, you begin to realise why, as incredible rock formations, up to 100m tall, begin to appear. Known as sand pyramids, these amazing phenomena occur around Melnik and its surrounding villages, where erosion has sculpted the sandstone into a beautifully unique backdrop.

The town of Melnik is renowned not only locally, but worldwide, from the wine culture that has been lovingly crafted over 600 years. Visitors travel from all over Bulgaria and Greece to sample the wines that are unique to the region, and the streets, lined with National Revival era houses and alfresco dining hum with activity well into the evenings.
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GETTING AROUND

Melnik is the smallest town in Bulgaria, so getting around is done in only a few minutes on foot. To get to Melnik, buses run from Sofia and Blagoevgrad, although there are only a couple of these a day. The best way to get to Melnik is by private car, or on a day tour from Sofia, which is more advisable if you are going to be indulging in some winetasting.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Kordopulov House

2 Wine Museum

SLEEPING

3 Manoleva House

4 Sininkova House

EATING

5 Chavkova House

6 Mencheva House

see 3 Saint Barbara Tavern
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Visiting Melnik is best done on a weekday. This is when the crowds are at their minimum and you are able to enjoy the peaceful nature of the town. Weekends become very crowded with bus tours and day trippers from Sofia and other nearby towns.



Exploring Tiny Melnik

National Revival houses, wines and history

Melnik is a unique little town that you are guaranteed to fall in love with. Perhaps that explains why residents from as far away as Sofia and nearby Greece constantly return. With a distinctly Greek flavour, Melnik is different from other Bulgarian towns you might visit.

Melnik was first settled by the Thracians, and it is believed that the famous Spartacus was born in the area. Since then, Roman, Byzantine and Ottoman occupation came and went, until in the 18th and 19th centuries the Bulgarian National Revival era saw the town prosper. This was mostly due to its thriving wine industry, with wines being exported as far as Austria and England. It was after the Second Balkan War that Melnik was ceded to Bulgaria, and the largely Greek population was ordered back to Greece. This left Melnik with the title of the smallest town in Bulgaria. You can still see many of the abandoned houses and structures around the hills and valleys surrounding the town, and exploring them can be an interesting pastime.

Melnik is an Architectural Reserve, and its unique National Revival houses have been lovingly restored and preserved. Some are open to the public as museums, the most popular of which is Kordopulov House. Built by a Greek wine trader in 1754, it can be found easily at the top end of the main street and has wonderful views looking out over the entire town. It also has the largest wine cellar in Melnik, and free winetastings for visitors.

Of course, one of the main reasons that visitors come to Melnik is for the unique wines that the town produces. Using grapes from the broad-leaf Melnik vine, the wines of the area are strong and rich. A stroll down the main street of Melnik will offer you many opportunities to relax in the alfresco restaurants under large trees, and while away the day tasting the wines of the region. At the top of the street, in the Wine Museum, you can partake in winetastings and explore all the unique wines of the region.
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Natural & Historical Wonders

Pyramids and monasteries

The best way to see the unique sand pyramids of Melnik is to venture away from the town itself. Slip on your walking shoes and find a trail up into the surrounding hills. Locals will help to point out the nearest one with the best views, or you could just try heading for the Slavova Fortress and St Nicola Church. The trailhead for this walk can be found in a small side street off the main street, just opposite the Wine Museum. The hike will take you to the top of the hill with wonderful views down over the town and the surrounding sand pyramids.

If you are interested in a hike that will showcase even more of the incredible sand pyramids, then head to Rozhen Monastery, where you can do a great little out-and-back hike, or be dropped at the car park and hike back to Melnik.

Rozhen Monastery is a must-see in the area, and features a tiny monastery that dates back to the 13th century. The frescoes that adorn the central church are from the 16th century, and inside the church itself can be found an icon of the Virgin Mary. Thousands of people make the pilgrimage each year to Rozhen to pray in front of the icon. The yard surrounding the church features beautiful green trees, vines and a fresh mineral spring.
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TIPS FROM A LOCAL
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Maya Zaharieva, tour guide from Sofia gives her local recommendations.

I love Melnik because of its cosy Mediterranean ambience: the old trees, the sand pyramids, the birds’ songs, the tranquility and the wines! It is one of the famous vineyard regions in Bulgaria with some unique varieties of wine.

I recommend Villa Melnik cellar – situated on a hill with beautiful views. English-speaking staff offer cellar visits and degustation of their special varieties. High quality wines for reasonable prices! This part of Bulgaria has a lot of sunny days, the wine is strong and tasty, and having a glass in the late afternoon on the verandah of a local guesthouse is a real pleasure.



WHERE TO STAY IN MELNIK

Sininkova House

Located in easy walking distance, this place even makes its own wines on the premises. €€

Manoleva House

A modern house built in traditional style featuring amazing views from an elevated location. €€

Guest House White Margarit

Set away from the main street, this place is peaceful with a proactive, friendly host. €€



The Best Hike in Melnik
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Surrounding Melnik, the backdrop of sand pyramids stretches over an area encompassing 50 sq km. Hiking from Melnik into the surrounding hills and valleys provides unique opportunities to experience the best of the local scenery. Glimpses into local history can also be found among the crevasses, hills and abandoned dwellings of a long-gone era.

One of the most popular hikes in the area is from Melnik to Rozhen Village, 7km to the east. The hike itself is about 6km long, and will take about three hours. The most popular way to do this hike, though, is to start at the Rozhen end at the beautiful little Rozhen Monastery, and hike back to Melnik.

To reach the monastery, travel by car from Melnik. From the car park, orient yourself by walking directly toward 1 Rozhen Monastery. Midway between the car park and the monastery is a sign pointing to the trailhead for the hike back to Melnik. Follow the trail to the right through the cow paddock. When you reach a 2 fork in the track, continue along the left-hand path. You will pass a small shelter at a minor viewpoint, before tracing along the edge of the ridge until you emerge at 3 Melnik Trail Viewpoint. The views here are spectacular, and are the best along this Melnik trail. You now have the option of retracing your steps to the car park to drive back to Melnik, or continuing the hike toward Melnik on foot. Simply follow the sign from the viewpoint, as you should see 4 Melnik in the distance. The trail from here is not clearly marked; it follows a dry creek bed and should be followed with care.




A TALE OF TWO CLIMATES

To the north of Melnik lies Kresna Gorge. This incredible gorge is 18km long, and lies directly along the route from Sofia to Melnik.

Driving into the gorge, you will be greeted with massive rock formations and steep, indomitable cliffs that tower into the sky. The road runs directly through the gorge, as does the tumbling and rushing white waters of the Struma River, popular with adventure seekers who will raft the gushing waters right alongside the road.

Kresna Gorge is a wonder of nature, providing a unique transition from a continental climate as you enter from the north, to a Mediterranean climate when you exit in the south.



WHERE TO EAT IN MELNIK

Mencheva House

Traditional Bulgarian food in the heart of Melnik. A local favourite, with terrace dining available. €€

Chavkova House

Some of the best Bulgarian cuisine in Melnik. Family run, with shady trees out front. €€

Saint Barbara Tavern

Home-style traditional restaurant, with large portions and music in the evenings. €€





VELIKO TÂRNOVO & THE CENTRAL MOUNTAINS
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HERITAGE IN THE HIGHLANDS


Come to the land of khans, castles and communist relics to find out how modern Bulgaria took shape.
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When people talk about the ‘heartland’ of Bulgarian history and culture, it’s in Veliko Târnovo and the Central Mountains that they come looking for it. This region is where the roving Bulgar khans first settled down and formed a state; it’s here that the country’s medieval tsars built their capitals; and it’s here that mountain-cradled monasteries and prosperous highland villages nurtured the country’s 19th-century revival. If you want to get to grips with how Bulgaria became Bulgaria, this is the place you should start.

Many of the things most emblematic of Bulgaria are here, including the centre of its much-vaunted rose-oil industry, the key role played by spas and their healing waters, and the haunting architectural relics of the communist regime. History buffs will marvel at the trail left by other civilisations, too, with a compelling collection of Roman remains and some of the most sublime Ottoman architecture in the Balkans.

Cutting through the region is the grey-green ripple of the Stara Planina or ‘Old Mountain’, the range that stretches from the Serbian border in the west to the Black Sea in the east. With a succession of bald peaks rising above lush, untouched forests, it’s one of the most exhilarating and under-explored hiking regions in Europe.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Veliko Târnovo

Castles, churches and cobblestones.

Shumen

Communist relics and Ottoman treasures.

Kazanlâk

Bulgaria’s rose capital.

Along the River Osâm

Monasteries, waterfalls and caves.

Koprivshtitsa

Lovingly preserved village.



Find Your Way


The central Stara Planina mountain range has a major bearing on how you explore the region, with the main road and rail routes running to the north and the south of this formidable geographical barrier.
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Plan Your Time


Although ideal touring country year-round, here sightseeing can be uncomfortable in summer. Spring and autumn are perfect for hiking. Visit the Valley of Roses in May when the bushes are in bloom.
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A Day in Veliko Târnovo

• Get to grips with Veliko Târnovo’s history on the fortress walls of Tsarevets, Bulgaria’s erstwhile medieval capital. Cool off in the alleyways of the Varosha Quarter, exploring the craft workshops of the Samovodska Charshiya before dining at the Hadzhi Nikoli Inn. Check out Sarafkina House before greeting the sunset at the outdoor bar Galeriya.




A Week to Explore

• Spend a day in Veliko Târnovo before venturing out to Arbanasi and Tryavna. Detour eastwards to Shumen to view the mystic Madara Horseman. Pick up the Thracian trail in Kazanlâk before hiking in majestic highlands above Karlovo. Devote your final day to the walled mansions of Koprivshtitsa, Bulgaria’s finest heritage village.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

Now is the time to explore the Stara Planina and its exhilarating hiking trails. Countryside everywhere is in bloom.

SUMMER

Summer is taxingly hot but also sizzling with social energy, thanks to a plethora of folk festivals, outdoor concerts and art events.

AUTUMN

Central Bulgaria’s mild autumns are perfect for relaxed touring. It’s also the season for opera and ballet in the big cities.

WINTER

Winter can be magical, with mountains and monasteries dressed in crisp snow. Spa resorts like Hisar provide a great opportunity to warm up.



Veliko Târnovo

legacy of tsars | contemporary art | historical quarters
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Boasting awesome architecture and a historical pedigree second to none, Veliko Târnovo is everything a capital city should be. Too bad it was edged out by Sofia when Bulgaria regained independence in 1877. It was from here that Bulgaria’s tsars ruled in the 13th and 14th centuries, building the massive Tsarevets fortress as an expression of their power. This medieval majesty was cut short by the Turkish conquest, but as the Ottoman regime decayed it was in Veliko Târnovo that Bulgarian society recovered, endowing the city with the 19th-century houses that make it so visually distinctive today. The city’s location also makes it unique, stretched out along ridges above the winding Yantra River. Castle turrets and church domes peep from the city’s high points, while houses cling to tumbling hillsides in a picturesque jumble. An inspiring place to soak up Bulgaria’s turbulent history, it’s also home to a lively student population and a palpable sense of youthful energy.


GETTING AROUND

Veliko Târnovo train station, served by trains from Stara Zagora and Ruse, is 3km east of the centre on bus routes 4, 5, 13 and 70. Main-line trains from Sofia to Varna pass through Gorna Oryahovitsa 7km north of Veliko Târnovo – from here pick up a local train or bus 10 to get to the city.

Most intercity buses arrive at Avtogara Yug, a 20-minute walk downhill from the centre (buses 4, 5, 13 and 70), athough some buses from western Bulgaria terminate at Avtogara Zapad, 4km west of the centre (buses 1, 2, 10 and 70). Numerous local buses trundle along Veliko Târnovo’s main strip; buy tickets from the on-board conductor.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Tsarevets

EXPERIENCES

2 Archaeological Museum

3 Boris Denev Gallery

4 Church of St Demetrius

5 Church of Sts Peter & Paul

6 Forty Martyrs Church

7 Multimedia Visitors Centre

8 Museum of the National Revival & Constituent Assembly

9 Samovodska Charshiya

10 Sarafkina House

11 St Nicholas’s Church
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Veliko Târnovo is a long, thin ridge-top city, with historical sights at its eastern end, a modern centre in the middle, and rail and bus stations located some way off the main strip. Once you get used to the local transport network you’ll be able to zip around without any problems.



Hang Out with the Tsars on Tsarevets

Past glories

There’s no better way to get a sense of Bulgaria’s medieval grandeur than to stroll around Tsarevets, the sprawling hilltop fortress that is Veliko Târnovo’s one inescapable symbol. The seat of Bulgaria’s tsars during the glory days of the Second Kingdom, its walls and towers have been partially reconstructed to provide an idea of what it once looked like – and although the historical accuracy of what you see is debatable, it’s a hugely evocative site. What impresses visitors immediately is the sheer size of the place, which contains the remains of over 400 houses and 18 churches. It doesn’t take much imagination to envision the bustling community of warriors, priests, nobles and civilians that Tsarevets must once have been.

The fortress certainly has a lot of stories to tell: marking its northern corner is the notorious Execution Rock, from which traitors were pushed into the Yantra Gorge. The most famous figure to take the plunge was Patriarch Yoakim III in 1300, executed for collaboration with Tatar invaders. Tsarevets’s southeastern point is marked by Baldwin’s Tower, where Baldwin of Flanders – the perfidious Crusader who led the sacking of Constantinople in 1204 – was allegedly imprisoned and killed following his capture by the Bulgarian Tsar Kaloyan.

Rising up from the summit of Tsarevets Hill is the reconstructed Patriarchate, centred on the Church of the Blessed Saviour. Heartstopping views of the city and its surroundings from the church steps are more impressive than the church itself, which contains kitschy modern murals of Bulgarian medieval leaders. Just downhill from here is the reconstructed royal palace – a handsome brick cube where 22 successive kings ruled until the fall of Veliko Târnovo to the Ottomans in 1393.

A sound and light show bathes the fortress in a wash of sound and colour, making superb use of Veliko Târnovo’s medieval skyline. This 40-minute audiovisual extravaganza uses lighting effects and a choral soundtrack to evoke the drama of medieval Bulgaria’s rise and fall. Held two to three times a week from May to September (and with special shows at Christmas and New Year), the show is observed from a special viewing platform just west of the fortress – book tickets in advance. It starts between 8pm and 9.30pm, depending on sunset times.

Explore the Churches of the Asenova Quarter

Altarpieces, icons and frescoes

Downhill from Tsarevets lies the Asenova Quarter, a peaceful neighbourhood of traditional houses and cobbled alleys set beside the gurgling green waters of the Yantra River. This was where Bulgarian nobles lived during times of peace, endowing a cluster of churches that have survived to bear witness to medieval Bulgaria’s spiritual culture.

Set in a serene riverside garden, the much-reconstructed Forty Martyrs Church was originally built in 1230 to celebrate Tsar Ivan Asen II’s victory over the Byzantines. Intended as a temple to the nation’s greatness, its interior is filled with political symbolism, with inscriptions dating from the time of the Bulgarian state’s founding khans Krum and Omurtag, the former tomb of all-conquering Tsar Kaloyan, and a shrine to Serbian national Sveti Sava, whose bones were kept here before travelling back to his native country.

Cutely ensconced in a wrap-around porch, the Church of Sts Peter and Paul is home to some of Veliko Târnovo’s finest frescoes. This incandescent collection of Bible scenes mostly dates from after the Ottoman conquest. A wooden bridge nearby leads across the reedy Yantra to the foot of Trapezitsa, another of Veliko Târnovo’s fortified hills. Poking up from behind a high wall is the Church of St Demetrius, Târnovo’s oldest church. According to tradition it was here that brothers Asen and Petâr launched their rebellion against Byzantine rule in 1185, creating the Second Bulgarian Kingdom.

A Look at Past Lifestyles Along Gurko St

Nostalgic promenade

In the 19th century, Târnovo hosted an upsurge in Bulgaria’s economic and cultural fortunes, a period still remembered in the quiet streets on either side of its main strip. Providing a convincing glimpse of yesteryear is Gurko St, its wonky paving and cast-iron lampstands overlooked by the jutting upper storeys of traditional-style houses. Modern anomalies like air-conditioning units and satellite dishes do little to detract from its picturesque charm, not to mention its stirring panoramic river views. Most famous of the street’s original buildings is the Sarafkina House (Sarafkinova Kâshta), built for a wealthy currency dealer or saraf in 1861. Like many houses along Gurko St, it’s built on sloping ground and sports two floors when seen from the street and five when viewed from the river. Now a museum of local life, it showcases folksy ceramics, textiles and other crafts alongside the more urbane, Westernised fashions favoured by 19th-century Târnovo’s smart set, when the city’s gilded youth attended the balls organised by the so-called Social Society.


WHERE TO EAT IN VELIKO TâRNOVO

Bey House

A gourmet take on Bulgarian cuisine, with great wines and delicious sweets in a walled garden. €€€

Han Hadzhi Nikoli

Courtyard dining in a beautifully restored inn, with an exciting blend of Bulgarian-European cuisine. €€

Hotel Mehana Gurko

Traditional-style tavern with great views and tasty Bulgarian specialities washed down with local wines. €€

Malkiya Inter

Balkan-Mediterranean fare and craft beer served in a curio-packed antique-shop interior and shaded outdoor porch. €€

Shtastlivetsa

Consistently popular main-street restaurant with varied European-Bulgarian fare and a panoramic terrace at the back. €€



Stroll Through the Varosha Quarter

19th-century cobbles and courtyards

Piled up above the city’s main east–west street is the Varosha Quarter, its houses arranged higgledy-piggledy above cobbled alleys and irregular-shaped piazzas. The heart of the quarter is Samovodska Charshiya, the market street that still looks pretty much as it did in its 19th-century heyday. Wooden-shuttered craft shops sell leatherware, baked goods and traditional sweets made on the spot by skilled artisans. At the centre of the Charshiya is the arcaded courtyard of the Hadzhi Nikoli Inn, built for travelling traders in 1858 by local master-architect Kolyo Ficheto.

Amble further uphill into the Varosha Quarter to find quiet streets shaded by the jutting second storeys of traditional houses. Hovering above the alleys is the belfry of St Nicholas’s Church, another work by the ubiquitous Ficheto. Inside, an intricately carved iconostasis is rich in bird figures, vine tendrils and winged dragons.
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DIGGING THE SCENE IN VAROSHA SOUTH

Veliko Târnovo isn’t just about history – it also has a nascent contemporary arts scene grouped around the galleries and cafes of the Varosha Quarter, especially its southern rim along Stefan Stambolov. It’s here that independent galleries like Narrativa and Heerz Tooya showcase work by cutting-edge artists; while the Tam alternative cultural space offers an intriguing programme of art-related events and club nights.

Celebrating the scene is the 48 Hours Varosha South festival, held over a weekend in early August, which takes over Varosha’s streets with two days of exhibitions, concerts and outdoor revelry.



WHERE TO STAY IN VELIKO TÂRNOVO

Camping Dragizhevo

Welcoming campground north of the city, with a pool and bike hire. Open April to October. €

Hikers’ Hostel

Laid-back hostel in the Varosha Quarter with simple but clean dorms and lovely views. €

Hostel Mostel

Modern dorms and doubles plus sparkling bathrooms, downhill from the main historical sights. €

Bey House

Boutique hotel offering all comforts and attention to detail in the residence of the last Ottoman governor. €€€

Bridges Residence

Spacious boutique-hotel suites in the city’s historic core; contemporary conveniences and grand views. €€€

Hotel Gurko

Spacious and soothing rooms on the city’s oldest street, with blooms spilling over the balconies and great views. €€

Soak Up the Afternoon Sun on ‘the Nose’

Ravishing views

To appreciate just how dramatic Veliko Târnovo’s ravine-side location actually is, head over the cast-iron Stamboliiski Bridge to Buruna (‘the Nose’), a rocky promontory formed by one of the Yantra’s many loops and coils. It’s here you get the best views of the 19th-century quarters on the other side, their pale-hued houses seemingly tumbling down the hillside – especially attractive when bathed in the late-afternoon golden light.

Providing an extra excuse to wield your camera is the Asenevtsi Monument, a tribute to the founders of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom, erected in 1985 and featuring a sky-piercing column surrounded by four rearing horsemen. Looming up behind it like a mock medieval palace is the Boris Denev Gallery, housing a stirring collection of paintings inspired by Târnovo’s history. To the south, stepped pathways lead up onto Sveta Gora or ‘Holy Hill’. Densely wooded and criss-crossed by trails, it’s a wonderfully calming and fragrant place to unwind.

Museum Crawl

Travel through time

Few Bulgarian cities wear their history so openly as Veliko Târnovo and its worthwhile delving into its museums to see where this keen sense of heritage comes from. A charmingly old-school collection with historical fragments laid out in glass cases, Veliko Târnovo’s Archaeological Museum is an engrossing guide to the region’s riches. A horde of prehistoric ceramics shows just how innovative Neolithic pot-makers could be. More crockery comes in the form of the jugs and bowls of medieval Bulgaria.

Housed in a former Ottoman governor’s palace built in 1872, the Museum of the National Revival and Constituent Assembly (Muzei ‘Vâzrazhdane i Ureditelno sâbranie’) is where Bulgaria’s parliamentarians gathered in 1879 to debate the recently liberated country’s first constitution. The hall where the delegates met is preserved in its original state, while Veliko Târnovo’s 19th-century upsurge is charted in an engrossing display of costumes, books and photos. Despite being a burgeoning national centre with an unrivalled historical heritage, Veliko Târnovo never became the capital of modern Bulgaria – better-situated Sofia got the job instead.

Offering something in the way of light relief, waxwork warriors and computer animation are the main attractions of the Multimedia Visitors Centre. Kids will get a kick out of getting up close to Bulgaria’s medieval personalities, as well as playing dress-up in period costumes. While older history buffs might find it a bit too much of a theme park, this is an absorbing all-round history lesson for the on-screen generation.


BEST CAFES, BARS & BAKERIES

Art Bar Hipster

Buzzing split-level bar on a cobbled street corner with outdoor DJs and live bands in summer.

Galeriya

Summer-season outdoor bar beside the Boris Denev Art Gallery, with Old Town views and live music on the adjacent Art Summer Stage.

Sammy’s Bar

With lofty views from its terrace this is a grand place to enjoy the evening sun.

Samurai

Coffees and exquisite cakes and tarts in an artsy interior, with a terrace overlooking the main strip.

Yasna

Cute city-centre bar with split-level interior and a terrace; indie rock and reggae on the turntables give it extra character.

Amaretto

All manner of cakes, tortes and biscuits as well as savoury sandwiches in a neat, soothing cafe.

Dyukan za kadaif

Syrupy sweet kadaif (shredded pastry) is made on the premises and sold in traditional and chocolate-covered versions.

Siropchiinitsa

Tasty gyuzleme baked on a hotplate in the Samovodska Charshiya.





Beyond Veliko Târnovo
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Rural Bulgaria at its best: museum villages, market towns, monasteries and rugged limestone landscapes.


Veliko Târnovo is encircled by a variety of compelling destinations, all of which are worth a day or half-day excursion. Offering highland air and historic churches, the hilltop village of Arbanasi is a popular escape from the city. Folded discreetly into the valleys are storied monasteries, where extravagantly gifted mural painters brandished their brushes and 19th-century freedom fighters took refuge. Just beyond Dryanovo, the well preserved woodworking town of Tryavna is one of Bulgaria’s classic day-trip destinations, full of handsome old houses and riverside parks. Another showcase for traditional crafts is the museum-village of Etâr, where all manner of artisans set out their wares. Gorge-side trails at Emen and woodland hikes in the Bâlgarka Nature Park offer ample opportunities to strike out into the countryside.

Places

Arbanasi

Emen Gorge

Tryavna

Dryanovo Monastery

Etâr


GETTING AROUND

This is a compact area that makes ideal touring country if you have a car.

As far as public transport is concerned, the railway line from Veliko Târnovo to Stara Zagora passes through Tryavna and Dryanovo.

Elsewhere you’ll need a rural bus or a train-and-bus combination to get where you’re going, often followed by a short walk.

To get to Arbanasi, take a local minibus (three to six daily) or a taxi.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Outside Arbanasi, the Konna Baza Kaloyan riding club has beginner lessons, accompanied rides and children’s pony rides (book in advance on 0878676973).



Arbanasitime from Veliko Târnovo: 15 MINS [image: img]

Historic houses and holy places

Occupying a ridge-top plateau high above Veliko Târnovo to the north, the village of Arbanasi preserves a unique cluster of stone houses huddled behind thick stone walls. Probably founded by refugees from Albania in the 14th century, it became home to many of Veliko Târnovo’s richer families, retaining special privileges after Bulgaria had been swallowed up by the Ottoman Empire. Arbanasi’s spectacularly decorated churches reveal how Bulgarian culture continued to bubble under Ottoman rule.

Arbanasi’s Church of the Nativity (Tsârkva na Rozhdestvo Hristovo) is an exuberant example of what Bulgarian artists got up to in the 17th century, its interior covered with beautifully preserved murals. With scenes from the Bible and portraits of Bulgarian tsars and saints, the painted panels add up to an illustrated account of everything in the Orthodox Christian tradition. No less impressive is the Church of the Archangels Michael and Gabriel, its interior a dazzling parade of gold-haloed saintly figures.

For insights into how Arbanasi folk once lived, the Konstantsliev House (Konstantslievata Kâshta) is preserved as it was in the early 19th century. Rooms are dominated by the rug-covered divans on which guests would sit cross-legged and sip coffee under carved wooden ceilings. Interior details were a model of practicality: toilets were triangular-shaped holes in the ground directly above the compost heap on the floor below.

Emen Gorgetime from Veliko Târnovo: 30 MINS [image: img]

Peering into the abyss

Some 22km west of Veliko Târnovo, the Emen Gorge (Emenski Kanion) is a tortuously twisting limestone ravine carved by the Negovanka River. For sweeping views across the canyon, hike the Negovanka Ecotrail along the 90m-high bluffs. The trail begins with a scramble up rocky steps before weaving among tree-shaded clifftops to reach a number of spectacular vantage points above the thrashing waters. It takes two hours to reach the 10m-high waterfall at the end of the trail. The trail should only be attempted in dry weather; it’s notoriously slippery after rainfall and in winter.
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SO WHAT EXACTLY ARE ‘THE BALKANS’?

Bulgaria’s Central Mountains, the Stara Planina, are also known locally as ‘Balkan’, an old Turkish word that is still in use. Originally applied just to these mountains, the name Balkan was subsequently used by Western travellers and commentators, probably as a result of a geographical misunderstanding, to refer to southeastern Europe as a whole. In Bulgaria the word ‘Balkan’ traditionally implies something of strength, solidity and authenticity.



WHERE TO EAT SNACKS & CAKES IN TRYAVNA

Starata Furna

Traditional town-centre bakery serving fresh banitsa (cheese pastry), gyuzleme and delicious home-baked loaves.

Eldiko 2

The best place in the region to gorge on sweets, with lots of cakes and cheesecakes in a street-side pavilion.

Kafene Paralite

Cute main-square cafe serving sweet Turkish coffee, baklava and traditional cookies.

Tryavna TIME FROM VELIKO TâRNOVO: 50 MINS [image: img]

Carved ceilings, icons and African masks

With its set-piece main square and showcase street of beautifully preserved buildings, Tryavna gives a convincing impression of what a 19th-century Bulgarian market town would have looked like. Woodcarving and icon painting were the trades that made the town famous, and churches throughout Bulgaria were fitted out with the exuberant works of Tryavna masters.

It’s the quaint 19th-century clocktower rocketing upwards from pl Kapitan Dyado Nikola that provides Tryavna with its defining visual trademark. A few steps away, the Museum of Tryavna School with its balconied courtyard provides fascinating insight into how Bulgarian learning took off in the final decades of the Ottoman occupation.

Edging the square is the slate-roofed Church of Archangel Michael, its dragon-topped iconostasis filled with radiant saintly portraits painted by Tryavna artisans. On the other side of an arched stone bridge, ul PR Slaveikov is chock-full of traditional houses. The Daskalov House honours Tryavana’s craft traditions with a thorough rundown on the woodcarving industry. Built by a local trader in 1808, the house was the scene of a famous ceiling-carving contest between Ivan Bochukovetsa and Dimitar Ochanetsa, who both attempted to produce the most beautiful sun motif. The results of their work are still visible upstairs.

Providing a total contrast to Tryavna’s 19th-century traditions is the Museum of Asian and African Art, based on the private collection of Zlatko Paunov, the locally born, widely travelled sculptor who collected artworks wherever he went. From delicate Tibetan fabrics to mesmerising African masks, it’s a varied and thrilling display.

Dryanovo TIME FROM VELIKO TâRNOVO: 45 MINS Monastery [image: img]

Salute the rebels at this patriotic landmark

Backed by wooded heights 6km south of Dryanovo town, the walled Dryanovo Monastery epitomises the cycle of destruction and rebirth that characterised Bulgaria under Ottoman rule. Founded in the 13th century and plundered by the Ottomans 100 years later, the monastery was re-founded in the 19th century to become a centre of Bulgarian spirituality. It was also a focus of patriotic resistance, sheltering revolutionary activists including underground leader Vasil Levski. Following the April Uprising of 1876 more than 100 locals led by teacher Bacho Kiro made a valiant last stand here against superior Ottoman forces, who responded by burning the place down. Now restored, the monastery’s beautiful stone church features a huge gold-and-red chandelier.

Immediately south is the Bacho Kiro Cave, where a succession of galleries have spectacular stalactites and rock formations.


ANCIENT ROME’S CITY OF VICTORY

After seeing so many Roman finds in local museums, it’s quite a thrill to find the well preserved remains of a Roman town sprawling across open countryside 20km north of Veliko Târnovo. Named after Nike, the goddess of victory, Nicopolis ad Istrum was founded by Emperor Trajan in 110 CE to commemorate his victories. Rediscovered in 1871, it’s an evocative place to admire Roman urban planning, with streets, gates, a city square and a town hall laid out among the fields.

Located 4km southeast of the village of Nikyup, it’s well signed when approaching from Veliko Târnovo by car or taxi. Otherwise, take a bus to Nikyup and enjoy the rural walk to the site.



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND TRYAVNA

Art M Gallery

Traditional slate-roofed house in Tryavna with warm service, regional artwork and wood-floored rooms. €€

Chukara Wine & Spa Resort

Stylish spa hotel on Tryavna’s outskirts with an indoor pool and on-site winery. €€

Hotelski Kompleks Dryanovski Manastir

Frugal, neat rooms attached to the Dryanovo Monastery, in attractive green surroundings. €

Etârtime from Veliko Târnovo: 50 MINS [image: img]

Browsing arts and crafts

If ambling down cobbled lanes with a stick of halvah in hand sounds like an agreeable foray into Bulgaria’s past, a day in Etâr will delight.

An outdoor museum based on reconstructions of traditional houses, it comprises nearly 50 shops and workshops set along a tributary of the Yantra River. Gaily painted in peach and periwinkle blue, Etâr’s buildings house bakers, cobblers, millers, potters, weavers and more.

With its costumed staff and pristine paving, Etâr sometimes feels like a movie set – although its skilled craftspeople are real enough and the traditional sweets sold at its stalls are delicious. It’s a paradise for shoppers in search of authentic Bulgarian wares: the souvenirs on sale here are of genuine quality.

Getting to Etâr by public transport is complicated but feasible: take a train from Veliko Târnovo or Tryavna to Gabrovo (changing at Tsareva Livada) then pick up local bus 10 to the complex.

[image: jpg]

Etâr | BOYAN GEORGIEV GEORGIEV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BâLGARKA NATURE PARK

Some of the best hiking in the area is to be found in the Bâlgarka Nature Park, a pristine area of natural wilderness covering the northern flanks of the Stara Planina mountain range. Wolves, bears and jackals roam the forested slopes, although you’re more likely to see the roe deer that occasionally emerge into the open, especially in the early mornings.

The park is easily accessed from the Etâr complex. A large map opposite the entrance details a multitude of different trails: many of them make circular half-day hikes, and can be combined with a day out at the museum.





Shumen

ottoman architecture | communist relics
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It was in the Shumen area that the Bulgar khans first put down roots, carving the Madara Horseman rock sculpture to mark their state-building achievements. Shumen became one of medieval Bulgaria’s greatest fortresses, a status it retained under the Ottomans. By the 19th century the city was a cosmopolitan home to Muslims, Christians and Jews, and a burgeoning focus of Bulgarian culture, hosting some the country’s first theatres and orchestras. It’s no surprise that Shumen was chosen as the home of the notoriously bombastic Monument to the Founders of the Bulgarian State, built by a communist regime keen to commemorate the grand sweep of Bulgarian history. Today’s Shumen is a vivacious outdoor town of parks and cafes, although the skeletal presence of unfinished concrete buildings points to the failed legacy of communist-era urban planning.
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GETTING AROUND

Shumen is just off the main highway from Sofia to Varna. All Sofia–Varna trains stop here (if you’re coming from Veliko Târnovo, change at Gorna Oryahovitsa).

There are intercity bus connections with most big cities in Bulgaria. Local trains (not expresses) run to Madara village, about 15 minutes away to the east.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Travelling to Shumen with kids? There’s a well equipped play-park along with fairground-type attractions in the leafy City Park, stretching between the centre and the train station.



The Sheer Beauty of Shumen’s Mosque

Ottoman heritage

The Mosque of Sherif Halil Pasha is Shumen’s undisputed architectural jewel, an 18th-century masterpiece that’s one of the most striking Ottoman buildings anywhere in the Balkans. It takes its name from Sherif Halil Pasha, a native of nearby Madara who rose to become chief advisor to the Ottoman Empire’s grand vizier, and who built this mosque on his retirement. Comprising a library and a Koranic school, it was intended as a cultural institution as well as a place of prayer. The mosque is still in daily use, the call to prayer delivered from a slender 40m-high minaret reached by 99 stone steps. Set beneath a huge dome (which earns the mosque the colloquial title of Tombul Dzhamiya or ‘tubby-shaped mosque’), the interior is stunning, with flowers, rosettes and sun symbols swirling across the ceiling. The mosque’s arcaded courtyard, complete with a canopied fountain gushing miracle-working water, is one of the most serenely meditative spots in the country.

Shumen Through Armenian Eyes

Laid-back luxury

Ottoman-era Shumen was an amazingly diverse place, its population reflecting the scope of the empire. As well as a Jewish neighbourhood stretching west of the centre, there was an Armenian quarter on the hillside to the north. Bearing witness to the latter is the Asharyan House, an elegant three-storey structure from where 19th-century rug merchant Hovhannes Asharyan conducted his business and built a family home. Asharyan’s tastes were luxuriant but practical, with intricately panelled cupboards inlaid into walls to save space, and a 2nd-floor sitting area, or kyoshk, projecting out over the garden. The house’s walled garden now holds an engrossing collection of bonsai trees, lovingly nurtured by local enthusiasts.


BEST CAFES & RESTAURANTS

Da House

This garden cafe in the park is perfect for coffee and cake during the day, with quizzes, DJs and salsa at night. €

Gourmet Nirvana

Modern cuisine with a Mediterranean slant in a suburban hotel southeast of the centre. €€€

Kafatariya

Turkish-style coffee and traditional desserts served in a courtyard overlooking a 19th-century villa. €

Popsheitanova Kâshta

Traditional restaurant with courtyard seating serving big portions of Bulgarian fare. €€

Voyazh

Neat and tidy canteen serving soups, stews and salads at rock-bottom prices. €



Pacing the Battlements of Shumen Fortress

Medieval strongpoint

Sprawling over a 455m-high hill just west of the city, the extensive remains of Shumen Fortress are a great excuse to stretch your legs. The site dates back to the Iron Age although its days of glory came during the 13th-century heyday of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom. Surrounded by stone walls punctuated by stout towers, it was one of the country’s key strongpoints – until 1388 that is, when marauding Ottoman general Ali Pasha arrived to put the place to the torch. It’s certainly an evocative site, with densely packed traces of churches and houses cut through by tiny alleys demonstrating what a busy, vibrant community the castle would have been.
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Communing with the Khans

An equine icon

The Bulgars arrived in the Shumen area in the late 7th century as horse-riding nomads, so it’s fitting that their most famous surviving monument should depict a man on a horse. Etched into a rock face 11km east of central Shumen, the relief known as the Madara Horseman (Madarskiyat Konnik) marks their transition from saddle-bound conquest to a more settled life. It was probably made by order of Bulgar Khan Tervel (ruler from 701 to 721), who used an alliance with the Byzantine emperor to carve out an independent Bulgarian state.

Accessed by a stone stairway ascending from the ticket kiosk, it’s a gripping piece of work. The features of the horseman himself have been eroded over time, but the prancing stance of his horse and the mid-air leap of an accompanying hunting dog provide the image with bags of energy.

The area contains much more than just this early medieval carving. Paths lead from the site of the Horseman to a Thracian sanctuary and a sequence of caves used by medieval hermits. It’s not difficult to see why successive cultures saw this as a spiritually powerful place, with the grey-gold surface of the surrounding cliffs rippling like a billowing curtain.

Madara station is little more than a wayside halt – there’s no ticket office or timetable information. From here it’s a 25-minute walk uphill through Madara village to reach the Horseman.


CITY OF MERCHANTS

Sulking in a park just east of Shumen’s mosque is an unassuming (and currently derelict) grey-brown building that once played a crucial role in the city’s economic and social life. It is the 16th-century Bezistan or covered market, built by merchants from the Adriatic city of Dubrovnik to serve as a retail outlet for their wares. Dubrovnik’s traders oiled the wheels of commerce in the Ottoman state, enjoying special privileges to buy and sell across the empire and establishing merchant colonies in the major cities. Shumen’s Bezistan was once the shopping mall of its day, an expression of globalised commerce in a cosmopolitan society.



WHERE TO STAY IN SHUMEN

Hotel Contessa

Small hotel with patio breakfast and smart en-suites, near the train and bus stations. €

Nirvana Art Hotel

Relaxing place on the southern outskirts exuding restrained luxury, with outdoor pool and spa centre. €€

Rubo

Brightness and simplicity are the key ingredients in this cube-shaped hotel just uphill from the centre. €€

Bulgaria’s Founding Fathers

Communist visions in concrete

One sight that’s inescapable for anyone visiting Shumen is the Monument to the Founders of the Bulgarian State (Pametnik na sâzdatelite na bâlgarskata dârzhava), its stark angular forms looming over the city from the wooded heights to the north. Unveiled in 1981 to celebrate the 1300th anniversary of the creation of the Bulgarian state, it represented the Zhivkov regime’s attempt to harness Bulgarian national feeling to communist politics. The design is an overwhelming meld of concrete brutalism and national sentimental kitsch, with cubist-influenced sculptures of Bulgaria’s medieval rulers leaping out from soaring concrete towers. The monument was intended to dominate the landscape and remains hard to ignore, although you really have to view it up close to appreciate its overwhelming effect and its more ridiculous aspects – the state’s founding fathers are depicted as goggle-eyed superheroes from a science-fiction comic strip. More restrained is a huge mosaic celebrating spiritual leaders and the birth of the Cyrillic alphabet. Whatever you might think of the aesthetics, it’s a fascinating historical relic that you’re unlikely to forget in a hurry.

To get here, test your stamina by marching up the 1300 steps from central Shumen, or take a taxi to the site and walk down.


HIKING & BIKING ON THE SHUMEN PLATEAU

The Monument to the Founders of the Bulgarian State stands on the northern lip of the Shumen Plateau (Shumensko Plato), a 40-sq-km conservation area criss-crossed by hiking trails and cycle paths. An area of rollng limestone upland covered in forests of hornbeam, beech and pine, it is pitted with sinkholes and caves and provides a habitat for deer, martens and badgers.

You can follow the two-hour trail from the monument to Shumen Fortress to get a flavour of the landscape; a plethora of other routes are detailed in the maps available from the Shumen Plateau Information Centre in the car park behind the monument. The centre also rents out bikes.



WHERE TO SHOP IN SHUMEN

Shumen History Museum Shop

Arty postcards, replica jewellery and characterful textiles in the museum’s lobby.

Helikon Bookshop

Well stocked main-street bookshop selling maps, picture books, colourful gadgets and stationery for kids.

Madara’s Souvenir Kiosks

An unexpectedly rich source of medieval-themed crafts located below the Madara Horseman monument.



Kazanlâk

ancient architecture | rose culture


[image: map]

Sprawling in the shadow of the Stara Planina mountain range, Kazanlâk has two major claims to fame. The first is its centuries-old status as unofficial capital of the ‘Valley of Roses’ (Rozovata Dolina), where Bulgaria’s rose-oil industry is concentrated. Secondly, Kazanlâk lies at the centre of some major archaeological discoveries, with an opulently decorated, 4th-century-BCE Thracian tomb in the town itself, and several other burial mounds scattered to the west in the so-called ‘Valley of the Thracian Kings’. Given these attributes, the town is pretty strong on museum content, but it’s got a lot more going for it than that: an expansive main square, neatly manicured parks and an easy-going pace of life make this one of Bulgaria’s more pleasant provincial towns. Celebrants flock here to enjoy the Kazanlâk Rose Festival every June; it’s also a year-round accommodation base for exploring the mountains immediately to the north.

[image: jpg]
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GETTING AROUND

Kazanlâk lies just off National Route 6, the main road from Sofia to Burgas. It’s also on the main Sofia–Burgas railway line, served by three express trains a day.

There are good bus connections with Stara Zagora, and north across the Shipka Pass to Gabrovo. The train and bus stations are 10 minutes’ walk south of the main square.
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Kazanlâk is the perfect place to pick up rose-based cosmetics, with stores throughout town selling locally made soaps, fragrances and moisturising balms. Rose liqueurs, jams and rose-flavoured lokum (Turkish delight) are also well worth trying.



Wake Up & Smell the Roses

Fragrant blooms

For centuries, Kazanlâk has been the sweet-smelling centre of European production of rose oil, a vital ingredient for the global cosmetics industry. Stretching west from Kazanlâk and taking in the nearby towns of Kalofer, Karlovo and Sopot, Bulgaria’s Valley of the Roses still produces over half of the world’s rose oil requirements.

Enjoying Kazanlâk’s rose heritage is a question of timing. Harvesting the petals usually occurs from the second half of May to the first half of June, with pickers gathering the blooms in the hours around sunrise to prevent the evaporation of their valuable oils. Observing the harvest is only possible for those who get up early, and travellers arriving later in summer are unlikely to see any blooming bushes, except in Kazanlâk’s public parks.

Offering insights into the industry for year-round visitors, the new Museum of Roses in Kazanlâk’s bloom-filled Rozarium Park offers a wealth of audiovisual material on the history of the business as well as displays on the tools of the trade.

If you’re around in May or June, the Enio Bonchev Distillery in the village of Târnicheni offers plantation tours, and has a small private museum detailing Bulgaria’s rose oil–trade history. Bonchev produces organic rose oils and has diversified into lavender-oil production too.

Delve into the Past at Iskra Museum

Archaeological treasures

Human civilisation goes back a long way in this part of the world, and Kazanlâk’s Iskra Museum is the perfect place to examine the timeline. The main hall is filled with Neolithic pottery dating to the 5th millennium BCE. Pride of place is reserved for Thracian finds from the 3rd and 4th centuries BCE, when local dynasties ruled from a city called Seuthopolis, 8km east of town (now submerged beneath the Koprinka Reservoir). Many of the treasures here come from Thracian tombs excavated in the 1990s and early 2000s – viewing the finds here is worthwhile before continuing to the tombs themselves.

Elsewhere in the museum there’s a fascinating display of locally made musical instruments. Kazanlãk’s Kremona workshop is still said to produce Bulgaria’s finest guitars and violins.


KAZANLâK’S ROSE FESTIVAL

Celebrating the annual rose harvest with carnivalesque verve, Kazanlâk’s Rose Festival, held in early June, is one of the foremost folklore events in the country. Featuring a riot of traditional costumes, craft displays and lots of music and dancing, the event winds up with a grand parade of folk groups, and locals in fancy dress riding thematic floats. ‘Rose-picking rituals’ – photo ops when you can observe villagers clad in traditional garb at work in the fields – are enacted in nearby villages such as Krân, Rozovo, Razhena and Yasenovo, usually between 9am and 10am on the days of the festival.



Stoop into a Burial Chamber

Bulgaria’s most famous Thracian tomb

One of the archaeological finds of the century and a recognised UNESCO World Heritage site, the brilliantly frescoed, 4th-century-BCE Kazanlâk Tomb (Grobnitsa) was discovered in 1944 by workmen building an air-raid shelter. It’s near the summit of Tyulbeto Park, a partly wooded hill just northeast of the centre. The original tomb is closed to the public due to the fragility of its paintings – it’s the full-scale replica nearby that you actually get to see. It’s still a powerful experience, with a narrow entrance chamber leading to a domed burial enclosure overlooked by vivid paintings.

Probably the work of an itinerant Greek master, the frescoes are a masterpiece of Hellenistic art, combining realism with a sense of movement and action. Horses and chariots wheel around the ceiling, possibly depicting funeral games marking the deceased’s departure. Flanked by servants, a seated ruler and his consort are shown being offered fruit by a female figure, thought to represent Persephone, goddess of the underworld.

Right beside the original tomb is another funerary relic, the red-brick Mausoleum of Lala Shahin Pasha, the Ottoman commander who routed Christian armies at the 1371 Battle of Maritsa.

Learn About 19th-Century Living

Ethnography on display

Stretching out below Tyulbeto Park is the Kulata Ethnographic Complex, comprising two reconstructed 19th-century houses set amidst neatly trimmed gardens. One of the dwellings, a handsome two-storey affair with an arcaded lower floor, displays urban furnishings and fashions of the period. The other is a two-room farmstead showcasing traditional crafts. A distilling workshop reveals that, apart from roses, the extraction of oil from walnuts was another important pillar of the local economy.


RESTAURANTS, CAFES & SNACKS IN KAZANLâK

Giorgio Italian Bakery

The perfect place for post-sightseeing coffee and cake, with tortes, tiramisu, apple pie and all manner of cookies. €

Banicharnitsa

Cult hole-in-the-wall bakery opposite the market, churning out flaky cheese pastries of the banitsa family. €

Magnolia

Unmissable mehana (tavern) with a nuanced but stomach-filling menu of classic Bulgarian grills and clay-pot bakes. €€

New York

Please-all restaurant with serviceable pizzas, tasty Balkan grills and inexpensive daily specials. €€

Peter’s Coffee Shop

Award-winning coffee and artisanal ice cream on a street corner just west of the main square. Peter’s food truck can be spotted trundling around Bulgaria in summer. €



WHERE TO STAY IN KAZANLÂK

Chiflika

A 19th-century house beside the Kulata Ethnographic Complex with neat, well appointed rooms. €€

Magnolia

Family-run hotel known for its warm personal touch and tidy modern rooms. €€

Parizi

Medium-sized hotel offering comfort and refinement in a good location between the train station and centre. €€



Beyond Kazanlâk
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Kazanlâk is an ideal base for exploring, from Roman cities to communist heirlooms and cross-mountain drives.


Extending west of Kazanlâk is Bulgaria’s Valley of the Roses, a fertile belt of lowland that is largely given over to wheat, corn and sunflowers rather than the perfumed blooms of its name. Those elusive roses aside, there’s plenty more to see: Thracian tombs near Shipka and significant Roman relics at Hisar ensure a historical pedigree second to none, while the former craftworking town of Karlovo is full of 19th-century resonances. High-mountain passes at Shipka and Buzludzha provide perfect excuses for road trips and ridge-top hikes, while (moving in the eastern direction) the aptly named Blue Rocks at Sliven radiate irresistible allure. Southeast of Kazanlâk, park-filled Stara Zagora is one of Bulgaria’s unheralded urban gems.

Places

Shipka

Valley of the Thracian Kings

Mt Buzludzha

Karlovo

Hisar

Sliven

Stara Zagora


GETTING AROUND

You’ll need a car to do justice to the mountain roads to Buzludzha or the Blue Rocks, but elsewhere a great deal can be achieved by public transport.

Shipka village is accessible on local bus 6 from Kazanlâk, while the Kazanlâk–Gabrovo buses go over the Shipka Pass. The main Sofia–Burgas railway line runs through Karlovo and Sliven; Hisar is easily accessible via branch line. Regular minibuses whizz between Kazanlâk and Stara Zagora.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Enjoy classical music among the ruins: late June to early August sees open-air opera and ballet performances in Stara Zagora’s former Roman forum.



ShipkaTIME FROM KAZANLâK: 25 mins  [image: img]

Crossing the mountains at the Shipka Pass

Nestling in the green foothills of the Stara Planina northwest of Kazanlâk, the village of Shipka is dominated by the rocketing spire and gilded domes of the Shipka Memorial Church. It was built to commemorate one of the crucial battles of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877, when an Ottoman army tried to break through Shipka Pass, the main route between the Valley of Roses and the north Bulgarian plains. The attack was beaten back in heroic style by a much smaller force of Russians and Bulgarian volunteers.

Based on the designs of 17th-century Muscovite churches built in tribute to the Russian liberators, the church was ceremonially opened in 1902. It’s a restful spot to ponder the great moments of Bulgarian history. Inside, exuberant frescoes portray key figures of Orthodox Christian history, with monumental portraits of Sts Cyril and Methodius, Bulgarian Tsar Boris and Prince Vladimir of Kyiv stretching up the pillars.

The Shipka Pass (Shipchenskiyat Prohod) is reached via a winding 13km-long road. It’s one of the country’s classic journeys, weaving through dense woodland before emerging above the tree line onto hypnotically bleak mountainsides. Greeting motorists at the 1190m high summit is a gaggle of stalls selling refreshments, yoghurt and cheeses. A stone monument, erected in memory of the victory on Mt Stoletov just east of the road, can be reached by a 1000-step stairway.

Valley of the Thracian Kingstime from Kazanlâk: 20 MINS  [image: img]

Join Bulgaria’s tomb raiders

Popularly dubbed the Valley of the Thracian Kings (Dolinata na Trakiiskite Tsare), the area around Shipka village is scattered with the burial mounds of ancient Thracian nobles. A large group dating from the 3rd and 4th centuries BCE was excavated in the 1990s and early 2000s by a team led by Dr Georgi Kitov, who earned the title of the ‘Bulgarian Indiana Jones’ after his headline discoveries year after year. Six of the tombs are now open to visitors and although the funerary treasures found here are now displayed in museums, the burial chambers themselves retain a compelling aura of ancient mystery. It’s thought that they functioned as temples as well as tombs, with worshippers making regular animal sacrifices and sometimes ritually rearranging the bones of the deceased.

Easiest to visit is the cluster of three tombs 1.5km east of Shipka’s village square, the Gryphons, Helvetia and Shushmanets – each with impressive domed or pointed ceilings constructed from heavy stone slabs. Most imposing is Shushmanets, with an entrance porch held up by a single Ionic column.

Further tombs are scattered more widely to the south of Shipka village. The Ostrusha mound harbours a sarcophagus room carved from a single 60-tonne stone, and vibrant frescoes including a delightful portrait of red-haired girl. Seuthes III is named after the ruler whose likeness adorns coins found here, leading many to believe that this was his last resting place.
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Seuthes III | MITZO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


CENTRAL BALKAN NATIONAL PARK

Spreading for 85km from east to west, the Central Balkan National Park takes in some of Stara Planina’s highest peaks, including 2376m Mt Botev. Trails begin at the northern end of Karlovo, leading up either side of a dramatic, steeply rising ravine of the Starata Reka stream. Acting as something of an introduction to the park is the Shuchurum Waterfall, which tumbles its way between grey rocks located behind Karlovo’s hydropower plant. Beyond here paths ascend through beech and pine forests before emerging beyond the tree line onto the mountaintop meadows. Bear in mind that the paths are gravelly and slippery in both wet and dry conditions, and appropriate hiking footwear is essential.



SHOPPING IN THE VALLEY OF ROSES & BEYOND

Buhalov Han

Former inn in Karlovo housing craftspeople working with felt, pottery and embroidery. Well stocked shop at the entrance.

Hisar Museum Shop

History-themed brooches, pendants and minerals, plus some illustrated history books in English.

Stara Zagora Museum Shop

From postcards to replica Roman statuettes and medieval-inspired jewellery; a high-quality souvenir stop.

Mt Buzludzhatime from Kazanlâk: 30 MINS [image: img]

The ambiguities of communist architecture

One of the most iconic monuments in Bulgaria but also one of the most controversial, the flying-saucer-like form of the Memorial House of the Bulgarian Communist Party sits atop the 1441m summit of Hadzhi Dimitâr peak – more commonly known by its old, Turkish name of Buzludzha. Looming above Kazanlâk to the northwest, the memorial house was constructed between 1972 and 1981 and served as a secular shrine to the communist regime. Architect Georgi Stoilov was tasked with producing an avant-garde structure symbolising the party’s supposed commitment to building the society of the future. The resulting concrete sphere is topped by a soaring pillar decorated with the communist five-pointed star, and is visible for miles around. Apart from the sheer other-worldliness of the structure itself, the location promises spellbinding views and serves as the central point of some spectacular hikes.

Abandoned after the fall of communism, the building was left to the elements and stripped clean by looters, who carried off the roof’s copper cladding. The interior, decorated with mosaics glorifying communist achievements, is now derelict and dangerous to enter. The monument’s heritage remains ambiguous: some see it as a dark symbol of the totalitarian past, others want it preserved because of its undoubted architectural value. Among its advocates is the Buzludzha Project, which campaigns for the restoration of the monument and organises the Open Buzludzha rock- and dance-music festival every summer. The project has won support from the Getty Foundation to begin restoring the interior mosaics.

Accessible via numerous hiking trails, including a ridge-top walk from the Shipka Pass, the monument can also be reached by car: turn off the main Kazanlâk–Shipka road when you see an enormous monument to pre-WWI socialist hero Dimitâr Blagoev.


TAKE THE CROSS-MOUNTAIN TRAIN

Few Bulgarian journeys are as dramatic as the train service from Stara Zagora to Veliko Târnovo, which winds its way laboriously over the Stara Planina before arriving at the medieval capital. You don’t have to be in Stara Zagora to catch it: the train can be picked up at Tulovo on the Kazanlâk–Burgas line. The route passes through the corn and sunflowers of the Valley of the Roses before climbing into the highlands, the thickly forested hills passing by in a kaleidoscopic flash of green. Nearing the summit the line corkscrews its way through curving tunnels to gain height. The train descends towards Tryavna and passes through the limestone gorge of the Dryanovo River before gliding into Veliko Târnovo station.



Karlovo TIME FROM KAZANLâK: 50 MINS [image: img]

Catch the revolutionary spirit

Karlovo is an intriguing jumble of old and new, its fountain-splashed modern square steps away from a cobbled quarter of 19th-century villas. Its most revered site is the Birthplace of Vasil Levski, the insurgent leader who organised a nationwide network of resistance cells before being captured and executed by the Ottomans in 1873. The house built by his grandfather and used as a dyeing workshop has been deliciously restored, with plush couches and gorgeous fabrics revealing just how Karlovo’s well off artisan families used to live. There are also some fascinatingly conspiratorial touches, such as the secret door inside a wardrobe that leads to a hiding place for activists on the run.

The Town Museum contains an exhaustive run-down on Karlovo’s 19th-century crafts boom, when wool and roses were the main sources of wealth. At the time, Karlovo was the biggest producer of coloured braid in the Ottoman Empire, most of which was made by domestic, family workshops. Opposite the museum is the Church of St Nicholas, a particularly handsome example of National Revival architecture. Enter the incense-rich interior to admire the three-tier iconostasis and a glittering priest’s throne.
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HisarTIME FROM KAZANLâK: 1HR 45 MINS [image: img]

Bathe like a Roman

Lying on the flanks the Sredna Gora hills southwest of Kazanlâk, Hisar (also known as Hisarya) is an easy-going spa town built upon mineral-rich springs. Hisar’s health-giving properties were well known to the Romans, who transformed it into a thriving city – and quite possibly the ancient equivalent of a holiday resort. The town is still surrounded by 2.3km of Roman walls, an imposing quadrant of red brick surrounded by parkside promenades. The irresistibly photogenic southern gate is nicknamed Kamilite, or ‘the camels’, due to the humps of surviving masonry that rise from its arch.

The remains of a Roman bath complex provide an insight into classical-era public hygiene and leisure, with a sequence of chambers leading to hot pools, cold pools, steam rooms and changing areas. From here a short stroll through a wooded dell leads to Hisar’s Roman Tomb (Rimska Grobnitsa), an intimate barrel-ceilinged space that once served as a family vault.


TAKING THE WATERS AT HISAR

You’ll see locals wielding everything from plastic bottles to gallon-sized canisters at the public taps in Hisar’s spa park, ready to fill up on waters that bubble up from underground springs. And no wonder: the healing waters bring proven benefits to much of what make your insides tick: kidneys, liver function and the digestive system. Hisar was a popular place for sanatoria during communist times (Bulgaria’s public health service still refers patients here), and its health industry is increasingly given over to wellness facilities, swimming pools and modern leisure. Bathing in the waters works wonders for aches and pains: a day spent at the Izvora open-air swimming pool will do you the world of good.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE VALLEY OF ROSES

Edno Vreme

Boutique Karlovo B&B with a winning mixture of modern furnishings, traditional textiles and smooth service. €€€

Hotel Central

A post-modern take on traditional Bulgarian architecture in Karlovo, with trim, bright rooms. €€

Hotel IT Shipka

Friendly, family-run guesthouse with attractive modern rooms, five minutes from the domes of Shipka’s Memorial Church. €€

Sliven TIME FROM KAZANLâK: 1 ½ HRS [image: img]

Hiking the bandit way to the Blue Rocks

Hovering above the city of Sliven to the east of Kazanlâk, the jutting cliffs of the eastern Stara Planina radiate grey-blue hues in the early morning sun, earning them the name of Blue Rocks (Sinite Kamâni). Offering grandstanding views and backed by a lush plateau of forest and meadow, the summit of the rocks at Karandila is a popular destination for nature-bound excursions.

Scrambling up the slope towards Karandila from Sliven’s northeastern outskirts is the Bandit Way (Haydushka Pâteka), a gravelly two-hour climb that is hard going in places. There’s a multitude of weird rock forms on the way: one detour leads to the Ring (Halkata) – local tradition maintains that couples who pass through this crooked 8m-high circle of stone are bestowed with long life and happiness.

For those who don’t fancy this two-hour scramble, the summit is also accessible by a long and winding road or – more directly – by the clanky but serviceable chairlift that hauls itself up above the crags from Sliven’s northeastern suburbs. At the top there’s a picnic shack offering grill snacks and a bakery serving up famously delicious bread. Radiating outwards from the summit, a multitude of paths leads across wooded ridges and grassy plateaus.

Stara ZagoraTIME FROM KAZANLâK: 45 mins [image: img]

Back to the dawn of history

With a cafe-lined pedestrian strip intersected by neatly tended parks, Stara Zagora is the ideal city for urban idling. It’s also one of Europe’s oldest continually inhabited settlements, and has the archaeological pedigree to prove it.

One of the most stunning finds in Europe, the Neolithic Dwellings (Neolitni Zhilishta) were discovered in 1969 on the fringes of the city hospital. Now covered by a protective shell, the display consists of a family farmstead destroyed by fire some time around 5800 BCE. It may initially look like a pile of rubble, but becomes a source of wonder once your eyes become accustomed to what’s on show: walls, pots and hearths slowly become discernible; while a millstone and storage vessels reveal its importance as a grain store. A basement room houses a compelling collection of Neolithic pots and cult figures, and an intimate museum takes you right back to the source of European civilisation – the only problem is finding it (it’s at the end of the hospital’s main thoroughfare and up an unmarked stairway).

Back in the city centre, the remains of a Roman theatre and forum recall the 2nd-century-CE heyday of Ulpia Augusta. The nearby History Museum preserves a stretch of Roman street lined with statues of citizens, togas neatly draped over shoulders. One stone-cold masterpiece is the mosaic known as the Procession of Dionysus, discovered in 2011, showing the god of partying leading a pair of revellers in a merry dance.
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LAYERS OF FAITH IN STARA ZAGORA

Evidence of the profound mark left on Stara Zagora by the Ottoman civilisation is provided by the ruggedly handsome red-brick mosque built for local magnate Emir Hamza Bey in 1409. This is a centuries-old religious site adopted by successive cultures: remains of both a medieval church and an ancient Thracian sanctuary have been excavated beneath the floor of the mosque.

These discoveries have been used somewhat disingenuously by the local authorities to repurpose the building as a ‘Museum of Religions’, despite calls from regional Muslims to return it to use as a mosque. Visitors will be bowled over by the interior, where wall paintings from the 19th century display a unique crossover between Bulgarian folk art and traditional Islamic decoration.



SPA HOTELS IN HISAR

Sana Spa Hotel

Large resort hotel outside the town walls with indoor/outdoor pools, beauty treatments and steam baths. €€

Apart Hotel Hello

Boasting saunas and an indoor pool, this small hotel has apartment-style accommodation. €€

Kompleks Kolonada

Central and relatively self-contained, with bungalows arranged around grassy lawns and an outdoor pool. €


KARAKACHANI – GREEK-SPEAKING HIGHLANDERS

The highlands above Sliven are closely linked to the Karakachani, a once-nomadic community associated with sheep-rearing and cheesemaking who used to drive their flocks over the high plateaus every summer in search of pasture.

Still speaking an archaic form of Greek, about 20,000 Karakachani are thought to live in Bulgaria today. The community holds an annual cultural convention at Karandila at the summit of the Blue Rocks on the last weekend of August. As well as music, dancing and feasting, traditional Karakachani costumes (including white pleated skirts for the males) are an important feature of the event.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND KAZANLÂK

Edno Vreme

This garden restaurant in Karlovo serves top-of-the-range clay-pot dishes and grills. €€

Pri Hadzhiyata

Solid local favourite in Sliven, with excellent Bulgarian food prepared and served the traditional way. €

Uniquato,

Sophisticated Italian place in Stara Zagora offering pasta, pizza and vegetarian choices. €€€



Along the River Osâm

folk crafts | bat cave | historic bridge


[image: map]

The Osâm is one of the principal rivers flowing from Bulgaria’s Central Mountains towards the Danube to the north, its tributaries Cherni (‘Black’) Osâm and Beli (‘White’) Osâm rushing through verdant highland valleys before joining together to water the sunflower-covered plains beyond.

The region’s main urban focus is Lovech, a small and walkable city whose pedestrianised modern centre is joined by a historic bridge to a well preserved huddle of 19th-century homes. Offering a similar jumble of old and new, the town of Troyan is a traditional centre of the ceramics industry whose trademark pots and plates are used in kitchens and restaurants throughout Bulgaria. Standing further south on the banks of the Cherni Osâm is Troyan Monastery, a place of spectacular artistic heritage and potent national symbolism. Driving through the region is a delight, with attractions like Devetaki Cave and the Krushuna Falls providing the excuse to roam unspoilt countryside.


GETTING AROUND

You’ll need a car to get the best out of this predominantly rural region, although it’s not impossible to see the main sights with public transport. Lovech is served by train via a branch line that leaves the main Sofia–Varna line at Levski. Regular buses run from Sofia to both Lovech and Troyan, and from Troyan to Troyan Monastery.
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EXPERIENCES

see 2 Covered Bridge

see 2 Deli Hamam

1 Krushuna Falls

2 Lovech Fortress

3 Museum of Folk Crafts

4 Troyan Monastery

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

5 Devetaki Cave
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The best time to visit Lovech is in late spring, when the town’s famous lilacs are in bloom. Plantings are all over the town, and they can be seen semi-wild in Stratesh Park on the east bank of the Osâm.



Watching the Water Flow in Lovech

Covered bridge and Turkish baths

Life in Lovech revolves around the iconic covered bridge (pokrityat most) across the Osâm, the only such structure in the Balkans. With a cluster of citrus-coloured, arcaded buildings lining the riverbank on either side, the whole ensemble gives the place a refreshing, Mediterranean feel. The bridge was built by National Revival architect Kolyo Ficheto in 1876. The current version is a reconstruction of the original, which was destroyed by fire in 1925. Lining the pedestrian-only interior are shops and craft workshops, many of which offer handmade ceramics and embroidery.

Stretching from the eastern end of the bridge is Lovech’s cobblestoned Varosha Quarter, with restored buildings crowding around narrow lanes. Most eye-catching of these is the Deli Hamam, a 17th-century bathhouse with a distinctive two-tier dome. Now repurposed as a ‘water museum’, it contains an educative display detailing the role of water in our lives.

For a spectacular panorama of the city, climb the steps from Varosha to Lovech Fortress, which came into its own in 1187 when a Byzantine army sent to crush a Bulgarian rebellion was soundly defeated, securing the country’s renewed independence. A huge statue of 19th-century revolutionary hero Vasil Levski watches over the valley.

WHERE TO STAY ALONG THE RIVER OSÂM

Hotel Cattleya

Secluded, intimate hotel in leafy surrounds on the path to the Krushuna Falls. Hires out bikes. €€€

The Old Lovech

Guesthouse in Lovech’s Varosha Quarter with a traditional-style exterior hiding neat, modern rooms. €

Troyan Plaza

A tastefully refurbished communist-era hotel with garden terrace, right in the centre of Troyan. €€

Roaming the Devetaki Uplands

A cave and a waterfall

Heading northeast from Lovech, the rolling fields and hedge-lined roads of the Devetaki Uplands make ideal touring territory. The Devetaki Cave (Devetashka Peshtera) has a 30m-high mouth opening just above the River Osâm’s banks. The cave is pretty impressive, a vast stone tunnel with large holes in the partially collapsed roof producing a unique play of light. Home to humans since approximately 70,000 BCE, nowadays it accommodates significant colonies of bats (30,000 are thought to spend winters here) – be reassured that they feed on small insects rather than human necks.

Continuing eastwards and passing through Krushuna village, the Krushuna stream tumbles over a series of stepped travertine cataracts to form the Krushuna Falls (Krushunskite Vodopadi). With a riverside path smothered in mixed forest ascending beside the rapids, it’s a compact, intimate spot, made more appealing by the highland-valley setting. There’s an outdoor swimming pool with sunloungers and parasols at the trail’s beginning.


SHOPPING FOR SOUVENIRS

If you’re looking for something that’s both stylish and typically Bulgarian then the Osâm region around Troyan and Lovech is a good place to start.

Just 500m north of the monastery, the National Exhibition of Crafts and Arts falls somewhere between craft museum and shopper’s paradise. It’s a marvellous exhibition of traditional Bulgarian woodcarving, carpet weaving, jewellery and Troyan’s famous pottery, including many items for sale. Troyan itself has numerous shops selling its trademark jugs and bowls.

Lovech’s covered bridge is full of gift shops selling everything from fridge magnets to genuine crafts, including some highly desirable textiles and ceramics.

If all else fails, you can always buy a luminous bat-shaped fridge magnet from the stalls outside Devetaki Cave.



Pots & Plates in the Capital of Ceramics

Arts and crafts in Troyan

When travelling between Lovech and Troyan Monastery, the town of Troyan is an appealing stop, with a grand communist-era main square set beside wooden-beamed houses. Plum brandy and brightly coloured pottery are Troyan’s calling cards. The latter, characterised by the drop-effect pattern that runs around jugs, bowls and mugs, has become standard in ceramic design throughout Bulgaria.

Examples of the ceramic arts can be admired in the Museum of Folk Crafts, which also holds startling examples of traditional Kukeri costumes – the woolly masks and sequinned garb designed to scare away evil spirits during end-of-winter rituals.

Soothing the Spirit in Troyan Monastery

Incredible icons and frescoes

Pilgrims flock to Troyan Monastery, which together with Rila and Bachkovo make up the leading trio of Bulgaria’s religious foundations. Established in the 16th century, it was another institution targeted by Ottoman pillagers, and was extensively rebuilt during the 19th-century National Revival period.

Focus of popular veneration is the 17th-century icon of the Three-Handed Virgin in the monastery church, so called because the metal plates attached to the surface of the painting appear to show an extra arm.

A dazzling array of frescoes crowd the church interior, mostly the work of Bulgaria’s leading 19th-century mural artist, Zahari Zograf. His finest frescoes are on the outside of the church, where famously searing scenes of the Last Judgement feature fire-breathing monsters, pitchfork-wielding demons, and angels summoning the dead from their coffins.

Occupying the 3rd floor of a courtyard residential block is the Hiding-Place Museum, recalling the visits of 19th-century revolutionary leader Vasil Levski. Levski trained underground activists here (including the monastery’s own monks) in preparation for a national uprising he never lived to see – he was captured and executed by the Ottomans in 1873.


CROSSING THE TROYAN PASS

Less well known than the Shipka Pass but equally dramatic, the road over the Troyan Pass is another of central Bulgaria’s classic journeys. Climbing out of the Beli Osâm valley south of Troyan Monastery, it coils its way over hauntingly stark highlands, passing the 1620m summit at Beklemeto before dropping down towards Kârnare in the Valley of Roses.

Located a short drive or 15-minute walk east of Beklemeto is the Arch of Liberation, a monument built in 1980 to commemorate the Russian liberators of 1878 and the Soviet ‘liberators’ of 1944. The views from up here are simply heart-stopping.





Koprivshtitsa

traditional architecture | village vibes
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Mixing immaculate architecture, revolutionary heritage and fresh mountain air, the village of Koprivshtitsa has a mystique that few other places in Bulgaria can match. Cherished in Bulgarian hearts as the location of the 1876 April Uprising, when bold patriots heroically failed to throw off centuries of Ottoman rule, it’s also unique as an architectural reserve, hosting a spectacular collection of 19th-century merchants’ houses nestling in immaculate gardens. Delightful views lurk around every corner, with gated homesteads leaning over cobbled streets, and low arched bridges spanning trilling streams. Far from being a mere museum village, however, Koprivshtitsa is still a working agricultural community. Not surprisingly it’s one of the country’s most popular getaways and can be busy at weekends, when beds are booked up and music booms out from its many mehanas (taverns). At other times Koprivshtitsa is a deliciously mellow place in which to ponder just what it is that makes Bulgaria so special.


GETTING AROUND

Koprivshtitsa train station (on the main Sofia–Kazanlâk–Burgas line) is 7km north of the village.

Seven daily minibuses trundle uphill from station to village – most are timed to meet arrivals from the Sofia direction, although you might have to wait. When leaving town, note that the minibus timetable is posted in the window of Koprivshtitsa’s Tourist Information Office.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Church of the Holy Mother of God

2 Dimcho Debelyanov House

3 Georgi Benkovski House

4 Lyutov House

5 Museum of Bulgarian National Revival Education

6 Oslekov House

7 Sts Cyril & Methodius School

8 Todor Kableshkov House




[image: ] TOP TIP

A combined ticket covering six of Koprivshtitsa’s historic mansions is sold at the Museum Directorate on the main square, or at any of the houses themselves. The only mansion not included in the ticket is the privately owned Oslekov House, which is paid for separately.



Koprivshtitsa’s Historic Mansions

Inspirational interiors

Koprivshtitsa’s unique restored houses are like a walk-around design catalogue of 19th-century living. Just up from the main square, the Oslekov House is one of Bulgaria’s finest examples of National Revival architecture. Built for a rich merchant in 1856, its undulating facade (designed in imitation of the yokes used to harness cattle) is mounted on slender cedarwood pillars expensively imported from Lebanon. The upstairs salons and reception rooms are a model of detailed craftsmanship, with exquisitely panelled wooden ceilings and cupboards, and walls painted with fanciful landscapes recalling the merchant Oslekov’s travels.

Even more opulent interiors are on show at the Lyutov House, built by Plovdiv masters in 1854 and now a museum of 19th-century lifestyles. The entrance hall’s oval wooden ceiling is ringed with pictures of the cities that a successful trader like Lyutov would have visited.

One of Koprivshtitsa’s prettiest houses is the one where poet Dimcho Debelyanov (1887–1916) was born. Killed during Bulgaria’s ill-fated WWI campaign, he is a symbol of one of the country’s most tragic military failures – a statue of his mother waiting for his return brings out the pathos of the time. The beautifully preserved interiors of the Dimcho Debelyanov House feature space-saving inlaid cupboards and low ceilings. The poetry on display will give you an inkling of why Bulgarian schoolchildren still study his rhymes.

Incense and Icons at Koprivshtitsa’s Church

Woodcarvings and icons

Resplendent in shocking blue, the Church of the Holy Mother of God was built slightly below ground level in order to comply with Ottoman-era restrictions on the height of Christian buildings. The iconostasis inside is an amazing, intricate example of Bulgarian woodcarving, with tiny figures of animals lurking in a forest. A team of itinerant painters completed the icons.

Houses of Revolutionaries

Remembering Koprivshtitsa’s rebels

One of Koprivshtitsa’s most beautiful National Revival houses is the Todor Kableshkov House, former home of the April Uprising’s inspirational leader. The display inside brings the epoch to life through telling details: a surviving example of the grey-green uniforms the rebels made for themselves shows how determined they were to look like a modern army that people would be proud to follow. Schooled at Constantinople’s French college before given a prestigious job on the railways, Kableshkov exemplifies the generation of idealistic Bulgarians who gave up the promise of a comfy career to devote themselves to the liberation struggle. Kableshkov was captured by the Ottomans following the failure of the Uprising, but committed suicide to avoid trial and execution.

Similarly poignant is the Georgi Benkovski House, tracing the career of the Uprising’s cavalry commander. Benkovski was a failed merchant who found himself much more at home in the conspiratory milieu of Bulgaria’s 19th-century freedom fighters. Benkovski’s troop carried out lightning raids on Ottoman forces, remaining at large until succumbing to an ambush. Benkovski was shot, his head displayed as a trophy. His comrade Zahari Stoyanov escaped to write a history of the Uprising, now a prose classic taught in Bulgarian schools. Up beyond the house is a stirring statue of Benkovski on horseback.
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THE SPIRIT OF ’76

Originally planned for 1 May, 1876, Koprivshtitsa’s April Uprising was launched on 20 April to preempt an Ottoman crackdown.

The ‘Bridge of the First Shot’ marks the spot where hostilities broke out. Led by Todor Kableshkov, rebels killed the local administrator, using his blood to sign letters calling on neighbouring towns to join the struggle. Georgi Benkovski formed a cavalry detachment to stir up trouble in the surrounding area. The expected nationwide rising never took off, and the Uprising’s leaders were rounded up. However, the Ottoman reprisals caused international outrage, ultimately leading to Bulgaria’s liberation by Russian forces two years later. Koprivshtitsa’s fine architecture survived the Uprising – wealthy villagers paid the Ottomans not to burn it down.



An Education Village

Don’t forget to take notes

Koprivshtitsa’s 19th-century merchants invested heavily in education and the village was renowned as a place where Bulgarian kids got a good schooling. Founded by locally born educational activist Naiden Gerov in 1845, the beautifully restored Sts Cyril and Methodius School is a photographer’s delight, with its timber-pillared porch and swooning facade.

Just downhill from the Georgi Benkovski House, the Museum of Bulgarian National Revival Education pays tribute to the teachers who trekked here to carry out their calling, and the benefactors who paid for them. The stolid words-and-pictures display might make you feel as if you’re back in class again, but the wooden benches of the reconstructed schoolroom are as cute as they come – and may just have you wishing you could come back here for more lessons.


KOPRIVSHTITSA FOLK FESTIVAL

Bulgaria is justly celebrated for preserving its authentic folk-music heritage, and Koprivshtitsa is the site of its most famous festival. Initiated in 1965 and held in early August at regular five-year intervals, the event attracts thousands of performers from heritage societies all over the country. It’s the one genuinely national showcase of traditional culture, and was added to UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage list in 2016.

Performances are spread across several outdoor stages on a meadow above town, attracting an enthusiastic army of celebrants from Bulgaria and abroad. Due to pandemic-related postponements the last edition of the festival was held in August 2022, and it’s not yet known whether the festival will adhere strictly to the five-year schedule in future.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN KOPRIVSHTITSA

Chuchura

Relaxing place offering a broad-based Bulgarian repertoire backed up with good wines. €€

Dyado Liben

Touristy but traditional, with Bulgarian classics served in a cobbled courtyard. €€

Kafene Pri Vasko

Central cafe-bar specialising in Turkish coffee and syrupy desserts. €





BLACK SEA COAST
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BEACH FUN AND TRACES OF ANTIQUITY


There are marvellous beaches, a warm sea and heaps of fascinating history, but also a package-tourism calamity to be avoided.
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Varna | TAYFUN MEHMED/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Blessed with golden sands, numerous vestiges of antiquity and a near-subtropical climate, the Black Sea coast is Bulgaria’s greatest asset. Alas, it is now being overexploited, with mass tourism in its most oppressive form unfortunately being its single dominating feature today. But this is not a reason to pass on it, only to adjust your plans. Paradoxically, it is the two large coastal cities, Burgas and Varna, which now provide a more rewarding experience for independent travellers – precisely as beach destinations. Varna in particular has a perfect combination of laid-back atmosphere, ancient monuments, an interesting restaurant scene and a nice beach (although the one in Burgas is better).

The rest of the coast is best savoured outside the July and August vacation mayhem. This is particularly true when it comes to the main magnets, Nesebâr and Sozopol, former Greek fishing villages with illustrious histories as ancient polities in their own right. It also pays to stay away from the beaten track and venture deep into the far southern and far northern edges of the coast. The hinterland area of Strandzha Nature Park is a chunk of ultimate wilderness with little tourist infrastructure, but it has lots of potential for outdoor adventure.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Varna

Roman ruins and feel-good vibes.

Central Coast

Ancient history and beach fun.

Burgas

Beach-ville.

Southern Coast & Strandzha

Laid-back resorts and alluring wilderness.



Find Your Way


The Bulgarian Black Sea coast stretches for some 378km. We’ve identified some of the most enticing points and sections.
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Plan Your Time


Start your planning by deciding whether Varna or Burgas will be your entry point or gravitation pole and proceed from there.
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On a Flying Visit

• Fly into Burgas, spend some time on the beach and take a boat to St Anastasia. Then hop on a bus to Nesebâr and devote a full day to exploring the ancient city. The next morning, travel to Sozopol by catamaran and spend another day here before returning to Burgas. Pamper yourself at Aquae Calidae before catching your return flight.




With Two Weeks

• Start off in Varna and take your time exploring the city and its environs. Visit Balchik Palace and drive around the desolate northern coast. Next, spend a day in Nesebâr savouring its architecture before catching a catamaran to Sozopol. From here, head to Strandzha and then celebrate the end of your adventure on the beach in Burgas.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

Stormy weather gives way to gentle subtropical spring. Everything is in bloom and you can begin feeling out the water by May.

SUMMER

June is quite laid-back as markets fill up with fruit. Later, oppressive heat and crowds descend on the coast.

AUTUMN

It’s still warm but beaches and historical towns are getting quieter and more enjoyable. Markets are awash with delicious fruit.

WINTER

Resort towns practically shut down. The pulse of life keeps beating in large cities, peaking around Christmas time.



Varna

city park | ancient artefacts | festivals
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Elegant and eclectic, ancient and modern, partly spruced-up and partly run-down, Varna is charmingly authentic and has everything you’d expect from an easy-going southern European city. Despite its seaside resort feel, with its long sandy beach and vast maritime gardens, it provides a welcome respite from holidaying hordes that occupy the rest of the Bulgarian coast. The pedestrian-friendly historical core is full of shade and quirky eating spots – an excellent place for leisurely strolls or just clearing your head with a cup of coffee. Here you’ll find a large Roman baths complex and some fine old churches. The gardens invite morning runs along the cliff edge or sitting on a bench with a book to pass the time during peak heat. With an international airport and many car-rental options, it’s a jumping-off point for the exploration of Bulgaria’s northern coast and hinterland.
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GETTING AROUND

Varna’s train station is right in the heart of the city, while the main bus station, Avtogara Varna, is out of the centre, by the main shopping mall. The most useful bus for visitors is 409, which connects the airport to central Varna, stopping near the Tourist Information Centre before heading to the resort at Golden Sands (Zlatni Pyasâtsi). This bus also passes the central bus station in Varna and stops outside Sveti Konstantin. It runs about every 15 minutes between 6am and 11pm. Bus 109 runs between the train station and Golden Sands. Buy tickets from the driver.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Archaeological Museum

EXPERIENCES

2 Assumption of the Mother of God Cathedral

3 Ethnographic Museum

4 Museum of Modern History

5 National Naval Museum

6 Nicolaus Copernicus Planetarium

7 Primorski Park

8 Roman Thermae

9 St Michael the Archangel Church

10 Sveti Atanasiy Church

11 Sveti Nikolai Church

12 Varna Aquarium




[image: ] TOP TIP

Varna is fairly large, with a few uninspiring commuter areas, so try to stay in accommodation that’s closer to Primorski Park to avoid disappointment.



Cooling Shade

A park by the sea

The enormous green belt separating the beach from the city centre is easily Varna’s main draw – providing much-needed shade in summer and an excellent space for running, cycling, rollerblading and other activities. The landscaped Primorski Park is the brainchild of Anton Novak, one of the great Czechs in Bulgaria, others being the Škopril brothers – famous archaeologists who brought him here. Established in 1878, this large and attractive green space, overlooking the sea, stretches for about 8km and is said to be the largest of its kind in Europe. It’s full of promenading families and old women knitting lace in summer, and there’s always something going on. In addition to greenery and views, the park is home to several attractions, primarily geared for children.

Housed in a powder-blue Art Deco building, Varna Aquarium is worth a look to see the tanks filled with seahorses, piranhas and conger eels, as well as some denizens of the Black Sea’s depths, though don’t expect a cutting-edge multimedia experience. The charmingly retro Nicolaus Copernicus Planetarium is a beautiful building in its own right, and holds nightly presentations in a mixture of Bulgarian and English.

Ancient Stones, Precious Metals

Vestiges of antiquity

The area of modern Varna was a major hearth of civilisation in prehistoric times. Literally so: some of the earliest metallurgists built their smelters here. Archaeologists have unearthed metal objects here, including what is reputed to be the world’s oldest golden jewellery. These finds are the pride of the excellent Archaeological Museum, and there is more here too – dark-coloured Thracian pottery and Roman marbles as well as touching Hellenistic items like a marble plaque listing, in Greek, the names of the city’s school graduates in 221 CE. There’s also a large collection of icons on the 2nd floor.

Some remnants of antiquity are still part of Varna’s landscape. Deep inside the historical quarter, the well preserved ruins of Varna’s 2nd-century Roman Thermae are the largest in Bulgaria and the fourth-largest of their kind in Europe (after two in Rome itself and one in Trier, Germany). Visitors are allowed to clamber around the various chambers of the bath complex – the frigidarium (cold bath), the tepidarium (warm pool) and the caldarium (hot pool). Peek into the hypocaust – the floor-heating system made of tube-shaped furnaces, which remain largely intact. The baths survived in their original form for only a century or two before the complex was abandoned. It was too costly to maintain as the empire began to decline.
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TOURS OF VARNA

Here is something worth doing first thing after you arrive in Varna. The city’s Tourist Information Centre offers a free two-hour walking tour of Varna, from June to September. Tours leave at 10.30am in front of the centre. Tours leave almost daily in July and August, and less frequently in June and September. Consult the office for the dates and to book a place.

Alternatively, try a whole- or half-day cycling tour of Varna run by Plateau Cycling, which also offers trips around the Black Sea coast and Eastern Bulgaria. Tours include hybrid bikes and gear, as well as pick-ups, drop-offs, luggage transfers and cold drinks.




VARNA FESTIVALS

Varna has a lively year-round cultural calendar, culminating with the annual Varna Summer International Music Festival. Varna city’s Department of Culture maintains an excellent website (varnaculture.bg) of the year’s festivals and major events. The massive Festival Hall hosts the city’s annual international film festival, Love is Folly, in late August and early September. The festival showcases films that have ‘love’ as the main theme.

One of the country’s leading festivals of orchestral and chamber music, as well as ballet, is held every year in June and July. Events are held at the Open-Air Theatre, the City Art Gallery and the Festival Hall.

The Discovery International Pop Music Festival takes place annually in Varna in late spring.



WHERE TO STAY IN VARNA

Boutique Splendid Hotel

Retaining its former splendour but slightly faded, with spacious rooms in the heart of the city. €€

Graffit Gallery Hotel

With its own gallery and themed rooms, this is one of Varna’s more colourful options. €€

Yo Ho Hostel

A pirate-themed place, with four- and 11-bed dorm rooms and private options. €

Hot Bath by the Sea

Thermal springs

As soon as you start sniffing sulphurous miasma while walking along the beach or while in Primorski Park, you’ll know that you’re near the open-air thermal pool. An old-school affair smack on the seafront, with changing rooms and showers, the place draws a crowd of mostly elderly locals. The perk is that the water remains just as hot in winter.

Old-World Life & Naval Glory

Local lore

Two smaller museums in Varna provide a glimpse of the old life and a breather from the midday heat. The ivy-clad Museum of Modern History covers the post-independence period from 1878 to 1939, with mock-ups of long-gone 1920s shops and offices, collections of photographs and postcards, and paraphernalia from local trades such as brewing and printing.

The Ethnographic Museum is a charming Revival-era mansion built in 1860 and houses an interesting collection of traditional folk costumes and furnishings, as well as displays on local customs, festivities and industries such as winemaking.

A larger affair, the National Naval Museum hosts several galleries of model ships and uniforms. Anchors, artillery and helicopters can be seen rusting quietly in the grounds at the back, while the revered warship Druzki, which torpedoed a Turkish cruiser during the First Balkan War in 1912, is embedded in concrete outside.

Orthodox Shrines

Church-hopping

Built in the 1880s and named in honour of the Russian empress whose name happened to be Maria, Varna’s Assumption of the Mother of God Cathedral serves as the city’s prime landmark. But it’s the modest-sized churches from the late Ottoman period that are of the greatest artistic value. St Michael the Archangel Church was founded in 1865 and is historically significant as the first place where religious services were given in Bulgarian. The beautiful Sveti Atanasiy Church overlooks the Roman Thermae. Dating from 1838, it features numerous icons and an intricately carved bishop’s throne. The pretty Sveti Nikolai Church, right in the city centre, is worth a visit for its saintly murals.


DIETARY IMPROVEMENTS

One of the greatest perks of travelling in a country like Bulgaria is being able to buy fruit and vegetables directly from farmers. Your quality of life abruptly increases when your sweet cherries or strawberries have been harvested a few miles away on the morning you bought them and need to be consumed asap because they’re not the pale-coloured supermarket variety designed for long storage.

The small Blue Market (Siniyat Pazar) is conveniently located at the entrance to Varna’s Old Town. Most tourists come here to buy berries and other fruit to take to the beach, or to take watermelons back to their holiday apartments. There are also plenty of vegetables and spices if you’re self-catering.



WHERE TO EAT IN VARNA

Stariyat Chinar

This is upmarket Balkan soul food at its best. Try the baked lamb. €€

Taverna Kostaki

A soulful place serving near-authentic Greek fare in the former Greek district of Varna. €€

Corsi di Cucina

Handmade pasta and seafood in a nicely appointed upmarket Italian place. Bookings essential. €€€



Beyond Varna
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North of Varna you’ll find lush palace parks in busy resort towns and desolate steppe landscapes further out.


An uninterrupted chain of resort towns runs along the rugged coast until it meets the endless expanse of the steppe, where mass tourism and civilisation abruptly ends and the landscape acquires a melancholic and even forlorn feel. Two royal residences in Balchik and Euxinograd, as well as a couple of interesting monasteries, top the list of sightseeing must-dos in the developed stretch of the coast. But it is worth venturing beyond here in order to explore some beauty spots and ancient monuments elsewhere along the coast. There are also a few interesting places in the hinterland beyond Varna, most prominently the whimsical stone columns amidst the desert-like landscape at Pobiti Kamani.

Places

Sveti Konstantin to Golden Sands

Balchik

Pobiti Kamani to Devnya


GETTING AROUND

Numerous bus routes serve all destinations along the coast, but you’ll need a car or a bicycle to pack the sights in the far north into one day.

Devnya can be reached by bus from Varna’s bus station. For Pobiti Kamani, take a taxi.
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If you are renting a car, consider combining a tour of the northern coast with our driving tour of Bulgaria’s northeast



Sveti Konstantin to Golden SandsTIME FROM VARNA: 1 HR [image: img]

Maritime suburbia

When you are looking for a place to stay in Varna, hotel-booking services will be pointing towards resort towns that serve as its northern suburbs. It’s not necessarily a bad idea to base yourself here even if you don’t have a car, given Varna’s proximity. Sveti Konstantin is a small, sedate beach resort about 9km northeast of Varna, with hotels attractively spaced out among parkland. It’s less commercial than the other resorts and has long been popular with older holidaymakers. Established in 1946 under the name of Druzhba (Friendship), it was later renamed after the Sveti Konstantin and Elena Monastery located here. This tiny church and monastery was built in the early 18th century on the site of a holy healing spring. The spring remains, under the communion table.

Further north, Golden Sands (Zlatni Pyasâtsi) was Bulgaria’s original purpose-built resort, with the first hotel opening here in 1957. Today it’s Bulgaria’s second-largest coastal resort, with a 4km stretch of sandy beach and some of the best nightlife on the coast. It is also the location of the Aladzha Cave Monastery, which contains some remarkable frescoes from the 13th and 14th centuries, A signposted path (600m) leads to the three-level catacombs, accessed by stairways. There’s also a small but interesting museum on the history of Bulgarian archaeology. A trail from the Golden Sands to the monastery wends its way through a wonderful, shady forest, part of the 13.2-sq-km Golden Sands Nature Park. The walk takes about an hour.
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Balchik TIME FROM VARNA: 2 HRS [image: img]

King’s abode

Not completely untouched by the calamity of uncontrolled mass tourism, Balchik still feels like a breath of fresh sea air compared to other resort towns down the coast. A small, pretty town and fishing port huddled below white-chalk cliffs, with the lights of Albena winking across the bay at night. Balchik’s beach can hardly compete with those in more popular resorts, which partly explains its laid-back feel. Much of the coast here is protected from erosion by an embankment with a pleasant promenade, filled with strollers, runners and cyclists.

The main attraction here is the Balchik Palace, with its lovely botanical gardens, a couple of kilometres west along the seafront promenade. The palace was completed in 1926 by King Ferdinand of Romania for his English wife, Queen Marie, when Balchik was part of Romania. Size-wise, it’s a relatively modest villa, though the architecture – a blend of local, Gothic and Islamic styles topped with a minaret – is unique. Behind the palace are the extensive botanical gardens. The complex also includes a water mill, a winery and the tiny Chapel of Sveta Bogoroditsa.

The half-dozen or so rooms on show contain original furnishings, including paintings by Marie, and several photographs of the queen striking dramatic poses on the grounds. Also here is a curious collection of local archaeological finds, including Roman pottery and mammoth bones. In the garden, around 600 species of flora are featured throughout a series of themed terraces, including an impressive collection of cacti.
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CHEERS TO THE ROYALS

Located about 2km south of Sveti Konstantin, along the main road to Varna, the 90-hectare Euxinograd complex boasts a 19th-century palace featuring elaborate period furnishings, botanical gardens with rare plants, and the wine collections of Prince Ferdinand and Tsar Boris III, which include a Château Margaux from 1904. The complex also includes a winery with tastings. Alas, this is an active government residence, which means you can’t just walk in.

English-language tours, as well as tastings, should be booked at least five days in advance.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND VARNA

Hotel Helios

A modern resort occupying the only real patch of sandy beach in Balchik. €€

Frédéric Joliot-Curie International House of Scientists

A communist-era dinosaur with quality rooms, a mineral-water pool and a cactus garden. €€

Tyulenovo Hotel

Spacious modern rooms with views of a rocky cove in Tyulenovo. €€


MUSEUMS OF BALCHIK

There are a number of museums in Balchik to keep you busy and not too sedate during peak midday heat. The diverse collection at the History Museum includes valuable remnants from excavations carried out at the nearby Kibela (Cybele) Temple (referred to at the museum as the ‘Temple of the Pontic Mother of Gods’), which dates back to the 3rd century BCE and was buried in an earthquake 1500 years ago. It was discovered only in 2007 during construction of a hotel.

The Ethnographic Museum has folk costumes, as well as displays relating to traditional trades and crafts. The permanent collection at the Art Gallery holds about 1500 works of art from Bulgarian and foreign artists.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND VARNA

Dalboka Mussels Farm

Mussels cooked in every imaginable style, next to the place where they grew. €€

Valsheben Izvor

Traditional Bulgarian fare in an idyllic rural setting by a pristine stream. €€

Pri Bay Pesho

This simple taverna in far-flung Karia is locally famous for its fish soup. €



Northern Coast Drive
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North of Balchik, you’ll find yourself on the southwestern edge of the Eurasian steppe, which stretches from here all the way to Mongolia. This area can be explored by car out of Varna or by bicycle out of Balchik, with some short-distance hiking involved at the main stops. At the start of the journey, cover the 45km between 1 Balchik and its northernmost point at 2 Karia by the main road going into Romania, and turn towards the coast at Shabla. Surrounded by steppe landscape dotted with rusting oil pumps, Karia has a proper end-of-the-universe vibe. You’ll find a lighthouse, the remainder of an early Byzantine fortress, Carol Limen, and some cafes here. Going south, you’ll reach the pretty cove of 3 Tyulenovo, from which a short but very picturesque clifftop trail leads to the exquisitely photogenic rock formations known as the Tyulenovo Cliffs. Heading further south, stop at the 4 Yaylata Archaeological Site, which includes the remains of an early Byzantine castle, reached via a beautiful trail along the cliff. The trail passes a few ruins from earlier periods, including a Thracian sanctuary, associated with a blood sacrifice made by the Argonauts during their pursuit of the Golden Fleece. The next stop is 5 Cape Kaliakra, which features a fairly well preserved medieval fortress. The cape saw a major battle between the Russian and Turkish navies in 1791, which is why the strange Cubist statue of Russian admiral Fyodor Ushakov stands by the parking lot. Just before Kavarna, stop for a lunch at the 6 Dalboka Mussels Farm, turning towards the sea at the village of Balgarevo. At Kavarna, the coastal road merges with the main road, 18km away from Balchik and 7 Balchik Palace.



Pobiti Kamani to DevnyaTIME FROM VARNA: 25 MINS  [image: img]

Desert wonder

Located 20km from the centre of Varna, off the road to Sofia, Pobiti Kamani is a natural wonder sometimes referred to as ‘Stone Forest’, except these are not petrified trees, but limestone columns formed at the bottom of the sea during the Lutetian Age. You’ll get an English-language introduction into what you are about to see for the price of the ticket, and you can hire a guide on the spot if you wish. Amidst the verdant landscapes of northern Bulgaria, this place stuns withs its resemblance to sand-covered desert. There are dozens of these tubular columns standing in this 7-sq-km area. All of them have names – some serious, some tongue-in-cheek, reflecting their phallic appearance.

Continuing along the same road, which runs parallel to the Sofia highway, you’ll reach Devnya, home to the Museum of Mosaics. The structure is built over a patrician villa in what used to be the Byzantine city of Marcianopolis. People lived here for four centuries between the devastating Gothic raids of 250 and 251 and the invasion of Avars and Slavs some 400 years later. The building protects the remaining mosaics in a western part of the villa. Other remains of the structure can be seen outside. You can even make out a Roman-era street under the building. Across the Sofia highway from Devnya, the restaurant Valsheben Izvor (Magic Spring) is an idyllic lunch stop, located on the banks of a clear stream with chickens and goats roaming around.
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‘THERE I WAS ON A JULY MORNING’

It might somehow hark back to the solar cults of the ancient Thracians, but this tradition was born in the communist period and it’s even framed today as a subtle protest against the regime. Crowds of hippies would meet in the area of Yaylata to greet the sunrise on the morning on 1 July. Why this particular date? Because of Uriah Heep – the ritual was entirely wrapped around listening to the British band’s most famous hit, ‘July Morning’, while watching the sun rise from the sea. Emerging in the 1970s, the tradition persists today. In 2007, Uriah Heep’s John Lawton finally made it here and performed the song live.





Central Coast

beach culture | ruins | seafood


[image: jpg]

Some of the country’s best beaches lie north of Burgas, but the onslaught of mass tourism unfortunately becomes truly maddening in this stretch of the coast. That should not discourage you from visiting, however. The main local highlight, the ancient town of Nesebâr, is one of Bulgaria’s must-dos. Pomorie may be devoid of Nesebâr’s architectural heritage, but it is still worth a visit for its equally privileged topography – atop a peninsula with near-360-degree maritime panoramas. And then, hey – why not plunge into the package-tourism hellfire of the Sunny Coast for a few days? If anything, you could make many new friends while – often literally – rubbing shoulders with them on body-strewn beaches or dancing at one of the numerous nightclubs.


GETTING AROUND

Frequent buses connect Nesebâr, Sunny Beach (Slânchev Bryag), Sveti Vlas and Pomorie. Taking a boat from old Nesebâr is a pleasant way of getting to Sunny Beach.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Archaeological Museum

2 Byzantine baths

3 History Museum

4 Museum of Fishery

5 Pomorie Lake

6 Preobrazhenie Gospodne Church

7 Salt Museum

8 Sunny Beach

9 Sveti Georgi Monastery

INFORMATION

10 Interactive visitor centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

You’ll appreciate the Central Coast area more and save many nerves if you choose to visit out of the high season in July and August.



Town of Crosses

Medieval gem

On a small rocky outcrop 37km northeast of Burgas and connected to the mainland by a narrow, artificial isthmus, pretty-as-a-postcard Nesebâr is famous for its surprisingly numerous, albeit mostly ruined, medieval churches. It has become heavily commercialised and transforms into one huge, open-air souvenir market during the high season; outside summer, it’s a ghost town. Designated by UNESCO as a World Heritage site, Nesebâr has its charms, but in summer these can be overpowered by the crowds and the relentless parade of tacky shops. With Sunny Beach (Slânchev Bryag) just across the bay, meanwhile, you have every conceivable water sport on hand.

The ‘New Town’ on the other side of the isthmus has the newest and biggest hotels and the main beach, but the sights are all in the Old Town. Greeting visitors at the town’s medieval gates, the fine Archaeological Museum tells the story of the old Mesembria, as the place was known to the ancients. Greek and Roman pottery, statues, tombstones, Thracian gold jewellery and ancient anchors are displayed here. There’s also a collection of icons recovered from Nesebâr’s numerous churches. Europe’s Dark Ages were not that dark here, as suggested by the partly excavated remains of a 6th-century Byzantine baths complex, which was one of the region’s biggest and best spas, renowned for its curative waters. Allegedly the Byzantine Emperor Constantine IV dropped by and ‘cured his legs’ here in 680. The baths were destroyed during Khan Krum’s invasion in 812.


BEST CHURCHES IN NESEBâR

Sveti Stefan Church

Nesebâr’s best-preserved church, built in the 11th century and reconstructed 500 years later.

Church of St John the Baptist

Features some of the best-preserved murals from the 14th and 17th centuries.

Sveta Sofia Church

The ruins of this 5th-century church form the centrepiece of a busy plaza.

Sveti Spas Church

This modest 17th-century church was built below ground level, as dictated by the Ottomans.

Archangels Michael & Gabriel Church

This 13th-century ruin has beautiful exterior decoration.



WHERE TO STAY IN NESEBÂR

Boutique Hotel St Stefan

Art-filled rooms with views out over the harbour and Black Sea from old Nesebâr. €€

Hotel Tony

A popular oldie in an excellent location overlooking the sea; it gets fully booked quickly. €€

Hotel St Nikola

Bland but comfortable rooms in a traditional-looking house in a superb location in Nesebâr. €€

Glimpses of a Glorious Past

Resort town with a story

Like neighbouring Nesebâr, Pomorie sits on a narrow peninsula, and until it was ravaged by fire in 1906 it was almost as picturesque. There, however, the similarities end. The old town centre, situated on the far eastern end of the peninsula, has a lazy charm, and there’s a pleasant and usually not very crowded blue-flag beach. Pomorie is very much a Bulgarian resort and is almost entirely bypassed by foreign tourists, but it has a sizeable Russophone population that have migrated here from ex-Soviet countries in recent years.

Built in 1765, the Preobrazhenie Gospodne Church on the far eastern end of the outcropping is the most atmospheric remnant of the Greek village of Anchialos, under which name it was known from the 5th century BCE to the 20th century. A cluster of restored old houses nearby, similar to their peers in Nesebâr, give an idea of what Pomorie might have looked like. For more stories of the old times, head to the town’s excellent History Museum. Waiting to be opened at the time of writing, the EU-funded Museum of Fishery is set to enliven the scene. The purpose-built structure looks quite impressive from the outside.
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KNOW YOUR FISH

Pretty much every restaurant on the coast serves seafood, but many if not most offer fish and molluscs that don’t even live in the Black Sea, due to its low salinity. So it’s worth distinguishing these from the kinds of seafood this particular sea is actually famous for. Black Sea classics are smaller fish, especially bluefish (chernokop), gobies (popcheta), red mullet (barbun) and the needle-headed garfish (zargan), famous for its phosphorescent bones. Larger fish include sea bream (tsipura), sea brill (kalkan) and sea bass (lavrak).

Another famous Black Sea speciality is mussels, but which mussels you’re getting on your plate in the EU single-market zone is anyone’s guess – unless you’e eating at a mussels farm.



WHERE TO EAT ON THE CENTRAL COAST

Mehana Pri Shopite

A welcoming place set in a courtyard around a twisted, 300-year-old fig tree in Nesebâr. €€

Khinkali Bar

The best khinkali dumplings and other Georgian staples this side of the Black Sea. €

Besarabia

Borscht with pampushki buns and other hearty Ukrainian fare in a small family restaurant in Pomorie. €

Learn About Pomorie Lake

Salt of the earth

Pomorie Lake, to the north, is a saline coastal lagoon where sea salt is produced and medicinal mud is extracted. The lake is also an important sanctuary for birds, including terns, avocets and stilts. The lake has been an important source of salt, via salt panning, through the ages. The techniques of panning as well as the history of salt extraction can be learned about at Pomorie’s Salt Museum, located on the southern edge of the lake. However, this museum is notoriously difficult to find open, as it caters primarily to large groups. Try phoning in advance. Nearby, an interactive visitor centre provides information on bird- and species-conservation efforts on Pomorie Lake undertaken by the NGO Green Balkans.

Spiritual Pit Stop

Quaint monastery

Located on the main road leading into Pomorie, Sveti Georgi Monastery, built in 1856, is a small complex set in pretty gardens with a quaint, icon-filled church and a bell tower covered in saintly frescoes. According to legend, the monastery occupies the site of a 7th-century Christian temple and was part of a large Turkish landholding during the Ottoman Empire.

Package-Tourism Central

A superb beach under occupation

Bulgaria’s biggest purpose-built seaside resort, Sunny Beach (Slânchev Bryag) is the Black Sea coast’s hyperactive answer to the Spanish Costas, and probably the most expensive place in the country. The appeal is clear, though, with several kilometres of sandy beach that attracts more international sun-worshippers than any other resort in the country. The beach is one of Bulgaria’s finest, with every imaginable activity from mini-golf to parasailing, and abundant restaurants and clubs. If you’re just looking to top up your tan by day and go clubbing all night, this is the place to come. You won’t even notice that you’re in a country called Bulgaria. The beach is divided into marked ‘paid’ and ‘free’ areas. In the former, you’re obliged to rent an umbrella and beach chair. The free areas are just that – free of charge – but you’ll need to bring your own blankets and umbrellas. If you’re based in old Nesebâr, a boat trip followed by a mini-train ride along the beach will give a comprehensive idea of what’s in store. If it feels too insane, you can hop on a bus going to the next resort along the coast, Sveti Vlas. Markedly more laid-back and elegant, it is known as Russian Village after its predominant clientele.


WATER FRENZY

Whether you are travelling with kids or your inner child is in urgent need of deactivating your adult brain and releasing primal energy, here is a simple recipe. The Action Water Park at Sunny Beach (Slânchev Bryag) has around a dozen swimming pools and numerous high-speed slides, chutes, fountains, waterfalls and tunnels. There’s even a little zoo here with ponies, goats and swans.

Action Water Park is situated in the northwestern section of Sunny Beach about 10 minutes’ walk from the centre.





Burgas

beach life | salt lakes | mud therapy
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With its modern and well organised international airport, Burgas is a gateway to Bulgaria for many visitors; however, most of them scatter around the coast and skip the city. This could be a mistake because Burgas is a beach destination in itself, with an arguably better access to the sea and even to nature than some of the drab coastal resort towns in the vicinity. If you base yourself in the centre of Burgas, you’ll be within walking distance of the vast maritime park that skirts the city’s wide sandy beach, where you’ll be able to find ample space even during the high season thanks to its sheer length. Burgas comes with a nicely pedestrianised centre, which incorporates the smallish Old Town and three salt lakes – home to pink flamingos and the source of curative mud that attracts many natural therapy enthusiasts.
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GETTING AROUND

The train station and Avtogara Yug (South Bus Station) are located in the same spot in the heart of Burgas. Some buses from Sofia end up at the more distant West Bus Station, which is linked to the centre by bus 11.

Burgas’ centre is compact enough to be explored on foot; however, much accommodation is out of the centre, so many visitors use the bus. Route 15 connects to the international airport and Sarafovo. Route 3 goes from Avtogara Zapad to the Aquae Calidae spa in Vetren. A bus ride costs 1.5 lv. Schedules are available at burgasbus.info.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Maritime Gardens

EXPERIENCES

2 Archaeological Museum

3 Atanasovsko Lake

4 Aviation Museum

5 Avocet Trail

6 Ethnographic Museum

7 Mud & Salt Baths




[image: ] TOP TIP

Treat yourself to a day of pampering at the Aquae Calidae spa complex near the ancient baths.



Beachside Eden

Shade and sea views

The pride of Burgas is its subtropical Maritime Gardens. Stretching lazily along the Black Sea coast, it’s filled with manicured flowerbeds, fountains, busts of Bulgarian worthies, abstract sculptures and cafes. There are spectacular views over the sea from the terraces, and steps lead down from here toward the beach. The 3km-long beach is surprisingly pretty given its urban location. The water and sand tend to get nicer the further north along the coast you wander, but it’s all clean and safe and patrolled by lifeguards in summer. The beach is lined with bars and fish restaurants, and umbrellas and loungers can be hired. In the centre of the city, the beach abuts onto a pier, from which boats depart for St Anastasia island.


ISLAND ESCAPE

A small volcanic island, St Anastasia makes for a fun boat trip from the pier at the southern end of the beach. At various times it served as a religious retreat and a prison for dissidents. Today it’s dominated by a lighthouse, a quaint little church and a couple of houses containing a cafe and museum.

Along with the sweeping sea vistas, these establishments keep visitors busy for a couple of hours before the boat heads back to Burgas. Apart from some paraphernalia, the museum contains cells where communist prisoners were held between the 1920s and 1940s. Their daring escapes are celebrated in the annual St Anastasia swimming marathon, held in July.



WHERE TO STAY IN BURGAS

Hotel Chiplakov

This attractively restored Art Nouveau mansion has large, modern rooms and features original spiral staircases. €€

Old Town Hostel

This charming (and bunk-free!) hostel makes itself right at home in a lovely 1895 house. €

Hotel Briz

Spacious rooms with sea views in a quiet location at the far end of Sarafovo. €€

History Top-Up

Museums of Burgas

The compact Old Town, with low-rise houses from the 19th and early 20th centuries, is enveloped in an extensive pedestrianised area filled with street cafes and idle strollers. There are a couple of interesting museums to peek into. The small Archaeological Museum houses a diverting collection of local finds including Neolithic flint tools, a wooden canoe from the 5th century BCE, Greek statuary and the remarkably well preserved wooden coffin of a Thracian chieftain. It’s all well laid out and signposted in English. The lively Ethnographic Museum displays a rich collection of folk costumes, jewellery and furniture. You may notice that the people dressed in traditional garments in large photos at the entrance are museum staffers who sell tickets and provide guiding services.

Total Mudness

Airport beach and mud therapy

The beauty of arriving at the Burgas airport is its location within walking distance from a decent beach in the resort town of Sarafovo, considered a part of Burgas. Nondescript, but rather laid-back and largely consisting of low-rise family hotels and restaurants, Sarafovo is a convenient overnight stop on the way into and out of Bulgaria. The only sight here is at the airport itself: the Aviation Museum has an interesting collection of mostly Soviet-made civilian and military planes, which you can enter. A 6km promenade runs along the sand spit that separates the sea from the Atanasovsko Lake, connecting Sarafovo to the city beach in Burgas proper. It’s a favourite route for runners and bicyclists, although beware that for much of the way it is basically a concrete trough with no shade whatsoever.

After a couple of kilometres, you’ll start encountering people covered in mud from head to feet. These originate from the mud and salt baths located smack in the middle of the route, on the banks of the hyper-saline Atanasovsko Lake. The mud is believed to help cure arthritis, varicose veins and a number of other ailments. Bring a swimsuit that you don’t mind getting muddy, thongs (flip-flops) and a towel. Choose from several salt or mud lagoons, including some eerie red-salt pools, then wash yourself off in the sea afterwards.

Naturists and kiters occupy the section of the spit between the mudbaths and Burgas. At least three outfits along the beach offer kiting equipment and lessons.


BATHE LIKE A SULTAN

How about combining a plunge into ancient history with pampering in a slick, modern spa? Hot springs in what is now Vetren, off the Sofia highway 14km from Burgas, have been known since Thracian times and associated with a cult of river nymphs. The baths were famous across the ancient world under the name of Thermopolis.

In Ottoman times, Suleiman the Magnificent converted it into an opulently decorated hammam.

Today, the ruins of Thermopolis are enveloped by a modern spa complex, Aquae Calidae. Visitors get to see ancient ruins and an informative animation video inside the restored hammam. Afterwards, enjoy the modern spa and end the day with a glass of ale at the nearby Metalhead Brewery.



WHERE TO EAT IN BURGAS

Zlatna Ribka

An easygoing modern restaurant serving seafood and international standards. €€

Ethno

Mussels and other local seafood offerings in cosy premises on the main pedestrian drag. €€

BMS

Cheap, self-service, cafeteria-style chain with simple but filling fare such as sausages, salads and stews. €

Highway Flamingos

Bird-watching at salt lakes

The vast pink-coloured reservoirs are the first thing that you’ll notice when landing in Burgas, and they’re populated with pink flamingos for parts of the year. Four lakes surrounding Burgas (Pomoriysko, Atanasovsko, Mandrensko and Burgasko) comprise 95 sq km and represent the largest wetland system in Bulgaria. The area is home to some 260 bird species, nearly 70% of the country’s total. The more easily accessible spot to watch them, including avocets, is by the roundabout on the road leading out of Burgas towards the airport. The minuscule Avocet Trail runs between an observation tower for birders at one end and a makeshift pet cemetery at the other. Bird-watching is better organised and more exciting at the Poda Conservation Centre, located on the road to Sozopol about 8km south of Burgas (the turnoff is poorly signposted). Boasting a 2.5km ecotrail with signage, the conservation centre lies at the westernmost point of the Black Sea and along a key bird-migration route. Late August and September sees the highest numbers of migrating birds, but each part of the year brings something different. Key species include Dalmatian pelicans, herons, avocets and terns.
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River Expeditions

Kayaking along the Fakiska

Run by a couple of long-time, English-speaking expats, Kayak Safaris BG (kayaksafarisbg .wixsite .com/ burgas) operates slow-moving kayaking tours along the Fakiska River, one of the tributaries that feeds Lake Mandrensko, south of Burgas. The two- to three-hour excursions operate on weekdays from May to September. On these easy, family-oriented adventures you can expect to see migratory birds and turtles. Call or email to book and arrange details.


BOLSHEVIK, THE ISLAND

In April 1925, the Bulgarian Communist Party’s military wing staged a bomb attack during a general’s funeral at the Sveta Nedely Cathedral in Sofia, killing 134 people. This led to purges across the country, and dozens of Burgas communists were interned at St Anastasia island. When the news came that 26 of them had been sentenced to death, they staged an uprising, taking over the island, seizing boats and fleeing to Türkiye. Eventually they chose to move to the USSR, though many of them, most prominently their leader, Teohar Bakardzhiev, would perish in the Soviet Gulag 14 years later. In their memory, the island was renamed ‘Bolshevik’ by Bulgaria’s communist authorities after WWII – the irony couldn’t be sadder.





Beyond Burgas
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The coast south of Burgas is hillier, greener and slightly less affected by mass tourism than beaches to the north.


The centre of gravitation here is Sozopol, a former Greek fishers’ town and a focal point of civilisation back in antiquity. Today, it provides a glimpse of what the area looked like before it began to be turned into a concrete jungle. Despite the onslaught of tacky shops and tourist-trap restaurants, it’s still a charming old town of meandering cobbled streets and pretty wooden houses, huddled together on a narrow peninsula. Nearby sea resorts are little other than bedroom communities for beachgoers, but the scenery is livened up on boat trips through the enchanting forest of Ropotamo Nature Reserve and the intriguing Thracian ruins near Primorsko.
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Places

Sozopol

Primorsko & Around

Ropotamo Nature Reserve


GETTING AROUND

Destinations near Burgas are served by numerous bus routes. The trick is in finding the right schedule among the many paper sheets (likely in Cyrillic letters only) on display at the hectic bus stations.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Try to stay in Sozopol’s Old Town if you crave a measure of atmosphere and authenticity.



SozopolTIME FROM BURGAS: 1 HR 10 MINS [image: img]

History unwrapped

Like many places preserving Ottoman-era heritage, Sozopol was designed to provide plenty of shade and allow its residents to marvel at the surrounding beauty, with sweeping views of the sea and a fishing harbour in this particular case.

To get an immediate idea of what it was like to live in one of the Revival-period houses here, drop into the local Ethnographic Museum, located in the former dwelling of a wealthy Greek merchant who resided here until the early 20th century. Even when it’s scorching hot outside, the wooden structure continues to breath, taking in the cooling sea breeze and keeping the heat out.

Another unmissable heritage building is the 15th-century Church of Sveta Bogoroditsa, its quaintness being the product of the discriminatory Ottoman policy that limited the height of Christian temples. Architects bypassed the rule by building churches below street level. Set in a courtyard with a giant fig tree, it is one of the most picturesque places in town, with an exquisite wooden iconostasis and a pulpit carved with bunches of grapes.

Having emerged as the ancient Greek polity of Apollonia, Sozopol has a long and illustrious history. Though in a drab concrete box near the port, the Archaeological Museum has a small but fascinating collection of local finds from its Apollonian glory days and beyond. In addition to a wealth of Hellenic treasures, the museum occasionally exhibits the skeleton of a local ‘vampire’, found with a stake driven through its chest. Enter from the building’s northern side.
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Sozopol | STOYANH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


SANCTUARY ISLAND

Boats line up picturesquely along the fishing harbour at the western edge of the peninsula. Many of these boats can be chartered for short-term excursions or evening rides. Simply ask along the dock.

The most obvious and popular excursion is to Sveti Ivan, the largest Bulgarian island in the Black Sea (0.7 sq km). It lies 3km north of Sozopol’s Old Town. The island’s history stretches back to Thracian and Roman times, and includes a monastery from the 4th century CE.

Sveti Ivan made international headlines in 2010 after the purported discovery of the remains of St John the Baptist.



Primorsko & AroundTIME FROM BURGAS: 2 HRS 30 MINS  [image: img]

Pick Your Beach

Choosing your beach in Bulgaria is a seasonal matter. Even slightly out of high season, you may get the best out of the excellent beaches at Primorsko. With the Dyavolska (Devil’s) River discharged at its northern end, Primorsko’s central beach is particularly scenic despite all the development. In July and August, however, the beaches turn into a mass-tourism hell, with the backdrop of a rather unexciting modern resort town. During this period, the smaller and somewhat more elegant resort towns of Kiten and Chernomorets may serve as viable alternatives. Kiten’s visually appealing beach is located at the mouth of a small river, the Karaagach.

Ropotamo Nature ReserveTIME FROM BURGAS: 1 HR 40 MINS  [image: img]

Boating through enchanted forest

The leafy woods you’ll pass on the way from Sozopol to Primorsko are known as the Ropotamo Nature Reserve. Visitors can hike or picnic, but most come for a 30- to 40-minute slow boat ride along the Ropotamo River. The experience is not particularly overwhelming, but you’ll get to see some river turtles and possibly deer in enchanting surroundings. To get to the parkland entrance by public transport, take any bus south of Sozopol, and get off at the prominent, well signposted bridge where the highway crosses the river. Boats leave at regular intervals throughout the day. The reserve was established in 1940 to protect fragile landscapes of extensive marshes and the largest sand dunes in Bulgaria, as well as rare flora such as the endemic sand lily. It also protects some 257 species of birds, reptiles and mammals, including white-tailed eagles, wild boars, jackals and 10 species of bats.


THRACIAN MYSTERIES

Located around 6km north of Primorsko, the prehistoric megalithic structure of Begliktash is Bulgaria’s own version of Stonehenge. Begliktash was only discovered and explained by archaeologists in the 20th century. They believe it was repurposed by Thracians to become a ‘womb shrine’, which gets briefly penetrated by a single ray of sunlight on the day of the winter solstice, symbolising the fertilisation of the Mother Goddess by the Sun God.

You can see some dramatic coastal scenery nearby at Cape Maslen Nos as well as a smaller megalithic structure, the Dragon House Dolmen, by the parking lot.



WHERE TO EAT IN BURGAS & SOZOPOL

Zlatna Ribka

With nice modern decor, this place by Primorski Park in Burgas serves Black Sea fish and pizzas. €€

Ethno

This restaurant does splendid things with seafood: the mussels alone are worth coming to Burgas for. €€

Sea Devils

Great seafood and grilled meat served on a terrace with splendid views of Sozopol’s Old Town. €€



Southern Coast & Strandzha

fishing villages | ancient history | beach life
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In the southeastern corner of Bulgaria, tourism mayhem gives way to quieter resort towns and relatively uncrowded beaches. Tsarevo and Ahtopol are tidy towns that grew out of old and formerly Greek-populated fishing villages dramatically set on protruding peninsulas, like their peers in the north. Sinemorets has more of an end-of-the-universe feel. In the backdrop, the vast expanse of Strandzha Nature Park is a fascinating chunk of Bulgaria that is only now starting to develop infrastructure for independent travellers. It is a land of densely forested hills swarming with wildlife, with some hiking routes that are best tackled with a local guide. Centuries of isolation resulted in the preservation of old customs that hark back to the pre-Hellenistic, giving all but lip service to Christianity. Crowds gather in Balgari for annual Nestinari celebrations that involve fire dancing, gradually turning an ancient bacchanal ritual into a tourist attraction.


GETTING AROUND

Tsarevo, Ahtopol and Sinemorets are served by buses from Burgas.

You’ll need a car to explore Strandzha’s hinterland. Unless there’s news that the road from Tsarevo to Malko Tarnovo is now in good shape, only use it if you have a sturdy 4WD. With an ordinary car, a detour via Primorsko is a much safer option. The road from Burgas to Malko Tarnovo is an international route leading into Türkiye and is always in a rather good condition, but you’re likely to be stopped for a quick document inspection at police checkpoints closer to the border.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Ascension Church

2 History Museum

3 Hotel Neven

4 Municipal History Museum

see 1 Old Greek School

5 Strandzha Nature Park

INFORMATION

see 2 Tourist Information Centre
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Rent a sturdy car and drive through villages in Strandzha’s hinterland at a leisurely pace. Stay overnight in one of the villages, try to make friends with locals and discover trails and beauty spots that only they know.



The City of Dolphin

Captivating vistas and art

Surrounded by the sea on three sides and endowed with whimsical rock formations and sweeping vistas, Ahtopol is one of the more laid-back Bulgarian sea resort towns. It also comes with a pleasant and usually uncrowded sandy beach lined by pine forest.

As you might guess from the name, it is a former Greek fishing village (founded by Dolphin, the son of Poseidon, according to a legend), but there isn’t much left from that period, except for a picturesque fishing harbour where dozens of blue-and-white fishing boats are docked, pulled into the beach with the help of wooden rails. But despite the inevitable main street with tacky souvenir shops and tourist-trap restaurants in the middle, there is enough open space to wander and see the horizon.

The crowd-free tip of the peninsula is dotted with wooden sculptures produced by the fellows of an art residency occupying the premises of an Old Greek School. Three times a week the residency opens access to the garden, which contains more of the sculptures, as well as the main buildings that house a very modest museum of local lore. Nearby is another remnant of the old Ahtopol, the Ascension Church, built in 1796. From here, a pleasant clifftop promenade leads towards the nicely renovated main square. Terrace restaurants on the way overlook scenic rocks.

At the mainland end of the fishing harbour, Hotel Neven displays an interesting collection of anchors, representing different epochs of shipbuilding. These have been salvaged by local divers over the decades.

A Tsar’s Vacation Spot

Ancient treasure in a laid-back town

Tsarevo is not an architectural gem, but its communist-era housing is of the neat, low-rise variety, while the entire resort looks tidier and better maintained than any other place on the coast. Once a popular holiday spot for the Bulgarian royal family (hence the ‘tsar’ in the name – from Tsar Boris III who favoured this place), it still exudes dignified elegance and affluence.

For many centuries before becoming Tsarevo, the place was a Greek fishing village by the name of Vasiliko. During the socialist period, it was called Michurin, after a Soviet botanist. Tsarevo is spread lazily over two small peninsulas jutting into the Black Sea, the larger of them abutting peaceful sea gardens, which offer dramatic panoramic views across the Black Sea.

A pedestrian promenade, lined by cafes, runs through the centre of the main peninsula. The roomy Municipal History Museum in the town’s central square goes through the history of Vasiliko since ancient times, avoiding the theme of early 20th-century population exchange, in which local Greeks were forcibly relocated to Greece, to be replaced with Bulgarians expelled from Greece and Türkiye. The main highlight is the 2200-year-old Thracian treasure accidentally unearthed in 2006 during a hotel construction in Sinemorets. Archaeologists believe that exquisite golden items, including an earring shaped as the chariot of the goddess Nike, complete with three horses, belonged to a Thracian priestess.


WHERE TO SWIM SOUTH OF BURGAS
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Vladimir Raychev, owner of the Colourful Mansion in Ahtopol, recommends his favourite beaches:

Rosenets

It’s located by a navy base and there is no development whatsoever. Just sand and sea.

Stomoplo

This is the northern-most tip of the northern beach at Primorsko. Todor Zhivkov (former Communist Party leader) used to holiday here.

Veleka

This beach is unbeatable. A sea on the one side, a river on the other – beautiful.

Sozopol

For those who like swimming from the rocks, I’d recommend the rocks right in the Old Town of Sozopol under the old school.

Koral

A very popular beach between Kiten and Tsarevo. There are several good camping spots here.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND THE SOUTHERN COAST & STRANDZHA

Colourful Mansion

Never mind its roadside location, this is one of the funkiest and friendliest places on the coast. €€

Greek House

Modern rooms in a revival period house on the clifftop promenade in Ahtopol. €€

Maystor Nikola Gogov

Expect a hearty welcome and lots of food at this traditional house in Brashlyan. €

Wild Hinterland

Huge nature park

The resort towns of Ahtopol and Sinemorets lie within Strandzha Nature Park. At 1161 sq km, the park is Bulgaria’s largest protected area. It shelters a diverse range of flora and fauna, with vast forests of oak and beech, 40 species of fish, 134 breeding bird species and 65 species of mammals – including golden jackals, wildcats and otters – as well as various ancient ruins.

The main hub for visiting the park is deep in the hinterland, in Malko Tarnovo, which sits on the international road from Burgas to Istanbul, Türkiye. Not a visual stunner, the town is nonetheless of great historical and cultural importance. It is also an island of Catholicism – 600 local families left the Orthodox faith in the first half of the 20th century so that they could conduct services and teach children in Bulgarian not Greek. Occupying three traditional houses, the History Museum displays Thracian finds from nearby sanctuaries and covers the story of the Preobrazhenie Uprising of 1903, which resulted in the formation of the Strandzha Republic that only lasted for three weeks before being suppressed by the Ottomans.

The town’s friendly Tourist Information Centre offers guided tours to various archaeological and natural sights inside the national park (for just 5 lv per site, per group). These are highly recommended because the routes are not very well marked. The most popular route takes in the Thracian sanctuary at Mishkova Niva and Goliamo Gradishte peak, at 710m the highest peak in the Bulgarian part of Strandzha.

Dream Beach

Swim at the beach then paddle in a lagoon

The town of Sinemorets, within the boudaries of Strandzha Nature Park and 6km south of Ahtopol, is nothing to write home about in itself, but it is blessed with beautiful Veleka Beach on the estuary of the namesake river. The resulting effect of the geography here is that you can swim in the sea, then walk 50m and rent a stand-up paddleboard (SUP) to glide the placid surface of the freshwater lagoon formed by the river. The absence of any buildings, apart from a couple of beach bars, is also extremely refreshing, by Bulgarian standards. The beach attracts a younger and hipper crowd, with New Age vibes.
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Veleka Beach | STOYANH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


SUN RITES

On 3 June each year, crowds gather in the village of Balgari, inside Strandzha Nature Park, to celebrate what ostensibly is the day of St Constantine and Helena but in reality stems from the sun cults of the Thracian era, long before Christianity. The highlight is when members of the fire-dancing caste, known as Nestinari, dance on smouldering embers in a state of trance. The choice of these two particular saints is explained by the fact that they happen to be mother and son. What the only superficially Christianised ancestors saw behind the images on Christian icons were their old Mother Goddess and her son, the Sun.

The holiday is closely linked with ancient cosmological beliefs and primitive astronomy.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND THE SOUTHERN COAST & STRANDZHA

Boruna

One of the best-positioned taverns in Ahtopol, this place excels at grilled-meat dishes. €€

Stariya Shveyk

Unexpectedly great fish soup is served in this Czech-themed place in Ahtopol with sea views. €€

Kovach Inn

A hidden spot in a river gorge near the main road cutting through Strandzha. €€





THE DANUBE & NORTHERN PLAINS
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WATCH THE RIVER AND HISTORY FLOW


Bulgaria’s northern borderlands are defined by their tumultuous past, as well as intriguing interplay between plains and mountains.
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Carpet, Chiprovtsi | VICHEVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Europe’s second-longest river, the Danube, delineates almost the entire stretch of Bulgaria’s northern border. It served in the same capacity, as a natural divide between empires and tribes, for millennia before the modern Bulgarian nation state appeared on the map of Europe. It’s no surprise that main cities along the river evolved as riverside fortresses back in antiquity, marking the border between the Roman Empire and the barbarians. Their captivating histories largely pertain to seemingly endless warfare, notably including Bulgaria’s struggle for independence from the Ottomans. Ruse and Silistra saw armies and hordes crossing the river in both directions since prehistoric times. Pleven witnessed a decisive battle that led to the liberation of Bulgaria – an event celebrated by a multitude of memorials dotting this city.

Running parallel to the river, a wide strip of relative lowlands skirts the main Balkan mountain range. It is here, at the conjunction of the plains and the mountains, where an array of beauty spots and interesting towns is found. Top of the list are two national parks, Vratsa Balkan and Rusenski Lom, but intrepid travellers will find more sources of wonder and excitement. Belogradchik rocks are a visual marvel that also attracts climbers and hikers. The remote town of Chiprovtsi is an up-and-coming destination with an ancient carpet-weaving tradition and an intriguing cultural scene.
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Basarbovo Monastery | VICTOR LAUER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

Ruse

River views and cave monasteries.

Vratsa

Quaint villages, mountain hikes.



Find Your Way


The strip of lowlands between the Danube and the main Balkan range spans some 500km and naturally divides into the eastern and western wing. Ruse and Vratsa are two places that define each of them.
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Plan Your Time


Travelling (especially by public transport) in northern Bulgaria requires a measure of patience, so lean back in your seat and let the adventure slowly unfold.
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Pelicans, Lake Srebarna | FO-ART/shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

• Base yourself in Ruse, making sorties into Rusenski Lom Nature Park, as well as Silistra and Srebarna. If you can spare a day to visit the Thracian settlement near the village of Sveshtari to see the UNESCO-protected tomb, definitely do that as well. Travelling from Sofia via Pleven, allocate a few hours to give this city a cursory look.




More than a Week

• Start at Silistra and overnight at Srebarna before proceeding to Ruse. While based there, explore Rusenski Lom Nature Park and make a dash to Sveshtari. Proceed to Pleven and onwards to Vratsa. After exploring its environs, pay a visit to Belogradchik Rocks and spend a couple of nights at Chiprovtsi.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

Orchards along the Danube are blooming and Ruse is holding the March Music Festival.

SUMMER

Urbanites flock to the mountains near Vratsa and Belogradchik to escape the heat. Festivals galore.

AUTUMN

Time to stock up on the sweetest fruit at the markets and enjoy the cool breeze from the Danube.

WINTER

Mountains turn white while locals celebrate Christmas, bracing for an early southern spring.



Ruse

Views of the Danube | Central European ambience
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A gateway to Bulgaria for those coming from Bucharest over the brutalist Friendship Bridge, Ruse (alternatively spelled Rousse) exudes vaguely Central European vibes, occasionally drawing excessively complimentary comparisons with Vienna in Austria. The most Viennese thing about it is the Danube, which has served as a natural divide between tribes, empires and nation states for two millennia. Sitting on the river’s high bank, the port city came to life as the Roman fortress of Sexaginta Prista (‘the city of 60 ships’), one in a chain of imperial strongholds protecting Rome against barbarian hordes across the river. Today, Ruse’s main draw is history – from late antiquity to the liberation of Bulgaria. Rock monasteries at Rusenski Lom Nature Park are the main attraction nearby, but Ruse also serves as a starting point for exploring northern Bulgaria, both in the eastern direction (towards Varna) and in the west (towards Pleven and Vratsa).


GETTING AROUND

Ruse has an efficient bus system, but there is not necessarily a need for most travellers to use it in order to explore the rather compact historical section of the city.
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EXPERIENCES

1 Baba Tonka Museum

2 EcoMuseum

3 Fortress of Sexaginta Prista

4 Liberty Monument

5 Museum of the Urban Lifestyle in Ruse

6 Pantheon of the National Revival

7 Regional History Museum

8 Ruschuk Pier

9 Sveta Troitsa Church

10 Zakari Stoyanov Museum

SLEEPING

11 Ana Palace

12 Arletti Hotel

13 Grand Hotel Riga

EATING

14 Chiflika

15 Good Food Vintage Show Cooking

16 New House

17 Ostankino

18 Panorama
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Cities along the Danube provide a welcome respite from the usual Bulgarian meat-rich culinary routine by offering river fish on their menus. The main and the most recommended staple is catfish, which you can sample in most restaurants in Ruse.



Strolling at Liberty

Explore the city centre

Tours and dates in Ruse begin under the 18m-tall Liberty Monument, topped by a militant female figure looking north, from where the Russian and Romanian troops arrived in 1877 to free Bulgaria from the Ottomans. It stands in the middle of a vast, round-shaped central spot, which was a Turkish cemetery in its previous life. You’ll find most attractions in the streets radiating from this focal point.

The ruins of the Fortress of Sexaginta Prista, reached by walking down ul Knyazheska, are still being explored by archaeologists. The site is quite small and not visually fascinating, but the introduction made by the resident archaeologist makes it worth a visit.

Southeast of the Liberty Monument, Sveta Troitsa Church is a tribute to both architectural ingenuity and political persecution under the Ottoman yoke. A rather voluminous structure, it was built in 1632 below ground level – according to the Turkish stipulation that churches should be as unobtrusive as possible. It has a fine gilt wood iconostasis and wooden pillars painted to look like marble, as well as some well preserved icons.

A golden dome brightening up the horizon at the end of ul Petko D Petkov belongs to the Pantheon of the National Revival, built in 1978 to commemorate the 100th anniversary of the deaths of 453 local heroes who fought the Ottomans in the Russo-Turkish War. Inside, you can see the marble tombs of revolutionary leaders and a small collection of swords and rifles, but little is explained in English.

WHERE TO STAY IN RUSE

Arletti Hotel

Sparkling clean, boutique-level rooms near the far end of the main pedestrian promenade. €€

Grand Hotel Riga

All the modern-era amenities in a communist-era high-rise overlooking the Danube. €€

Ana Palace

Large rooms in a fin-de-siècle-style are at this bright-yellow neoclassical mansion by the river. €€

Ruse on Foot, Ruse by Boat

City tours

If you happen to be in Ruse on a Saturday night between May and September, Ruse Summer Free Tour (rusesummerfreetour.com) provides a great introduction to the city’s historical core. Run by a group of local enthusiasts, the tours are conducted in English and begin under the Statute of Liberty. Check its Facebook page to make sure the tour is happening – they sometimes get cancelled.

The ultimate Danube experience in Ruse is an hour-long sunset cruise on board the 66-seat Ruschuk (ruschuk -bg .com/ en ), which treads gently through Bulgarian territorial waters in the city’s immediate vicinity. There is a restaurant on board, but no alcohol. The boat departs daily from a pier in the riverside park.

Museums Galore

Thracians, mammoths and revolutionaries

Ruse has a fair amount of delightful museums that will keep you busy for a day. The 5th-century BCE Borovo Treasure, consisting of silver cups and jugs adorned with Greek gods, is one of the highlights of Ruse’s Regional History Museum. Other artefacts on display include Thracian helmets, Roman statues and 19th-century costumes.

Across the square from the history museum, the renovated EcoMuseum has modern interactive exhibitions that have somewhat livened up what used to be an old-school nature history museum, complete with many stuffed animals and fossils. Highlights include a reconstructed woolly mammoth and an aquarium with Danube fish.

To learn about the lifestyle in Ruse at the time when the city was taking its current shape, head to Museum of the Urban Lifestyle in Ruse. Built in 1866, this elegant townhouse features some recreated period rooms, with 19th-century furniture, paintings and chandeliers upstairs. Downstairs there are changing exhibitions on social themes, such as education, childhood and domestic life. During the mid-1800s the house served as the consulate of Prussia.

Standing next to each other, Zakari Stoyanov Museum and Baba Tonka Museum are dedicated to prominent Bulgarian revolutionaries. The latter celebrates a woman who raised several revolutionaries and hid many more in her house.

The country’s only National Transport Museum is housed in the building of Bulgaria’s first railway station. It exhibits vintage locomotives from the late 19th and early 20th centuries, as well as carriages that once belonged to Tsar Boris III, Tsar Ferdinand and Turkish sultan Abdul Aziz.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN RUSE

Chiflika

Rugs, fleeces on the walls, waiters in pantaloons and hearty traditional food in the heart of Ruse. €€

Ostankino

Cheap and tasty, meat-heavy Bulgarian food served at this busy cafe with outdoor tables, bizarrely named after a Moscow TV tower. €

Good Food Vintage Show Cooking

Inside a famous heritage building, this is the place to try catfish cooked in a charcoal oven. €€

New House

An aspiring local foodie destination, mixing the best of Bulgarian dishes and local favourites. €€

Panorama

Dine with a view of the Danube on top of the Grand Hotel Riga high-rise. €€€





Beyond Ruse
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A national park on Ruse’s doorstep, plus a few more historical and natural sights along the Danube.


Arguably the main reason why visitors are drawn to Ruse are the rock monasteries sitting amid the lush greenness of Rusenski Lom Nature Park. It provides for an easy day trip out of the city if you travel by car and a slightly more challenging, but realistically attainable, adventure with public transport. Further along the Danube, the village of Srebarna is popular with bird-watchers, but it is also a nice place to savour the simple pleasures of rural life. The far-flung Silistra has its share of interesting historical monuments, notably including remnants of a Roman fortress, while the Thracian Tomb of Sveshtari is a fascinating middle-of-nowhere destination that warrants a dedicated expedition.

Places

Rusenski Lom Nature Park

Sveshtari

Silistra

Srebarna


GETTING AROUND

There are frequent buses between Ruse and Silistra, but if you want to stop at Srebarna, keep in mind that it has no bus station and you will be dropped off on the main road 1.5km away from the village.

Rusenski Lom Nature Park can be navigated using local buses, but hiring a taxi for a day or renting a car will simplify things in a big way.

Sveshtari is the most challenging destination in the area. Infrequent trains run to Isperih, but from there it’s a long hike or taxi (about 10 lv). Taxi services also make the run from Ruse (90km away) and back.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Factor opening hours at the Thracian Tomb of Sveshtari into your itinerary. It was Wednesday to Sunday at the time of writing.



Rusenski Lom Nature ParkTIME from ruse: 15 MINS [image: img]

Explore gorges and cave monasteries

The Rusenski Lom river and its two tributaries cut through the green hills southwest of Ruse, forming an evocative landscape of deep gorges and limestone outcrops. What is now Rusenski Lom Nature Park used to be a local centre of civilisation in the early medieval ages, administered from the 6th-century Cherven Fortress, which remains remarkably intact today. Several streets, towers and churches have been discovered here, and there are great views of the river valleys and peaks from the top. Wear comfortable walking shoes because it’s a long climb up from the car park to the citadel.

It is during those times when Christian hermits started setting up churches and monasteries inside the area’s caves. The best example is the nonworking Ivanovo Monastery, which houses some of Bulgaria’s finest 14th-century murals.

The country’s only working rock-hewn monastery, Basarbovo Monastery, established some period before the 15th century, has been much restored and extended over time.

While searching for new dwellings, medieval hermits somehow overlooked Orlova Chuka, Bulgaria’s second-longest cave, which is now visitable on an hourly guided tour. An English-speaking resident speleologist takes visitors through several chambers, explaining the interaction between underground water and limestone rocks that resulted in the formation of spacious caverns and vertical siphons.

SveshtariTIME from ruse: 1 HR 15 MINS [image: img]

Thracian tomb

Some 80km east of Ruse, the Thracian settlement uncovered near the village of Sveshtari is an off-the-beaten-track sight that’s totally worth the logistical effort, though admittedly it’s going to be a tough one without your own transport. The highlight at this UNESCO-protected monument is a nearly perfectly preserved three-chamber burial tomb from about 300 BCE. The high quality of the construction, the fine artwork and reliefs adorning the tomb, and the exquisite burial gifts attest to the advanced state of the civilisation. Visitors are free to walk throughout the compound and visit a Muslim shrine from the 16th century. Sveshtari is 8km from the town of Isperih, where you might be able to arrange a taxi.
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Thracian tomb, Sveshtari | TAKASHI IMAGES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


HERE LIES A ‘BARBARIAN’

The Thracians didn’t leave too many clues about their history, but the tomb in Sveshtari is unusual in the sense that historians might know who is buried here. Dromichaetes was the king of the Getae (a Thracian-related tribe) who had to counter the invasion of Lysimachus, the successor of Alexander the Great. Dromichaetes defeated and captured his famed opponent with a bit of a cheat. At the victory feast, he chided Lysimachus by saying what can be paraphrased as: “What did you forget in our cold barbarian lands, you civiliser?” The prisoner was then released, but Dromichaetes married his daughter. She ended up being sacrificed at Dromichaetes’ funeral and buried alongside him in the tomb.



WHERE TO STAY IN SILISTRA & SREBARNA

Hotel Danube

A modern establishment in Silistra, with rooms done out in 19th-century style. €€

Babinata Kashta

Retro-styled rustic cabins in Srebarna feel like a trip to socialist Bulgaria in the 1970s. €

Pelican Birding Lodge

Nice folksy rooms and community feel for bird-watchers in Vetren, near Srebarna. €



Drive Through Bulgaria’s Northeast
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With its numerous car rentals, Varna is a natural starting point for exploring Bulgaria’s northeast. Fetch the car at the 1 Varna Airport, get on the Sofia Hwy and proceed for 12km before turning off to 2 Pobitite Kamni. Having admired the surreal desert landscape here, continue on the same road to Devnya to check out the 3 Museum of Mosaics before getting back on the main highway. Just before Shumen, the 4 Madara Horseman provides an entirely justified 14km detour (both ways). Back on the highway, look out for the Ruse turn and then keep driving north, bracing for a quiet evening on the bank of the Danube. Consider spending two nights in 5 Ruse, exploring the city and perhaps taking a boat trip on the first day. On the second day, head to the 6 Rusenski Lom Nature Park. Its cave monasteries and other attractions are best tackled in the following sequence: Basarbovo Monastery followed by Ivanovo Monastery followed by Orlova Chuka Cave and finally Cherven Fortress.

Start the next morning by driving 90km to the 7 Thracian Tomb of Sveshtari (but make sure it’s open on this day). Having marvelled at the famous tomb, head north in the direction of Tutrakan and proceed along the Danube to 8 Srebarna for your next overnight stop. Visit Srebarna’s museum in the morning and drive to 9 Silistra, which only takes a few hours to explore. On the way out, stop at 10 Medjdi Tabiya fortress, before setting on a long drive back to 11 Varna (or, optionally, heading to Balchik via Dobrich, if you want to take in Bulgaria’s northern coast).



SilistraTIME from ruse: 1 HR 40 MINS [image: img]

Roman memories, Romania views

Tranquil Silistra gases lazily at the Romanian shore of the placid Danube, its illustrious history giving it way more clout than its provincial present. Ever since the Romans built the Durostorum Fortress here to protect the northern edge of their realm, the city kept changing hands between empires and nation states. Silistra is a major centre of the historical region of Dobruja, a multiethnic melting pot and once a highly contested area that encompasses parts of Romania and Bulgaria. What remains of the Roman fortress is now surrounded by a pleasant subtropical garden that sits on top of the river’s high bank and is reminiscent of maritime parks in Bulgaria’s coastal cities.

Silistra is primarily of interest to history buffs. Its Archaeological Museum houses an impressive array of locally excavated Roman and Slavic artefacts, housed on two floors and helpfully signposted in English. Highlights include a rebuilt-to-scale Roman chariot (the original fittings are in a glass case) on the ground floor, and a stunning collection of gold and silver coins that go back to the time of Alexander the Great.

Crimean war battlefield

The most visually attractive site in Silistra, the Medjdi Tabiya, is worth a short ride to the southern outskirts of the city. This mammoth-sized piece of Ottoman-era fortification looks intriguingly non-European and deceptively ancient – Sumerian or Egyptian. In reality, though, it was designed by a Prussian aristocrat on Turkish service. The fortress famously withstood a Russian siege at the turning point in the Crimean war, an episode the exhibition inside the ramparts is largely dwelling on. Diplomatic and military pressure from European powers forced the Russian tsar to call off the troops on the day of the decisive assault. Britons who commanded the Turkish garrison make cameo appearances in the story.

SrebarnaTIME from ruse: 1 HR 25 MINS [image: img]

Pelican Lake

If you crave tranquillity and a taste of Bulgarian rural life on the shore of a beautiful lake, Srebarna is a good place to overnight on the way between Ruse and Silistra. If you are seriously into bird-watching or if the pelican is your totem bird, you may want to linger for a bit more.

There are quite a few folksy guesthouses both in Srebarna and in the nearby Vetren, located on the shore of the Danube. Some, like Pelican Birding Lodge in Vetren, cater specifically to bird-watchers, helping to access viewing points on the lake. The surprisingly large Museum of Natural History presents a good overview of local birdlife, as well as enchanting lake vistas from the upper floor, with binoculars provided for pelican-spotting.


BORDERLAND MELTING POT

Once in Silistra, you’ll find yourself in Dobruja – a historical region not often heard about today, but which was a regular subject of newspaper headlines for a good chunk of the 19th and 20th centuries. Now divided in two by Romania and Bulgaria, Dobruja remained an epicentre of geopolitical intrigue for over a century, especially during the era of epic clashes between the Ottoman and Russian Empires.

Now after the dust has settled, the Bulgarian part of Dobruja displays a fascinating multicultural population, with a large Turkish/Tatar community rubbing shoulders with ethnic Bulgarians.

Dig deeper at Silistra’s museums if you want to find out more.



WHERE TO EAT IN SILISTRA & SREBARNA

Sladost

Right by the river, best grilled fish in Silistra. Also renowned for its cakes. €€

Riverside

Excellent Bulgarian food, including perfectly spiced meatballs and salads; in central Silistra. €€

Kray Rekata

A simple riverside place serving fried Danube fish and fish soup in Vetren, near Srebarna. €



Vratsa

mountain hikes | thracian treasures
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With its striking setting under a mountain capped with picturesque limestone outcrops, Vratsa is emerging as the main hub for exploring northwestern Bulgaria. The town itself is pleasant enough to wander and features a couple of interesting museums as well as many cafes and restaurants in its expansive pedestrianised central area. Historically, its main claim to fame is the heroic death of revolutionary poet Hritso Botev, whose enormous statue looms over the roofs of the humanely low-rise historical centre. But there are many more historical layers, typically uncovered as a result of mundane construction activities, as happened with the Rogozen Treasure, now the pride of the local history museum. From the centre of Vratsa, you can walk into Vrachanski Balkan Nature Park, with hiking trails veering off the main road that leads up to the plateau above. Most other attractions in northwest Bulgaria are relatively easy to reach.


GETTING AROUND

You won’t need to use public transport if you are staying in the central part of Vratsa. For Ledenika Cave, you will need a taxi (15 lv).
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SIGHTS

1 Hristo Botev Statue

2 Regional History Museum

3 Sofronii Vrachanski Ethnographical Complex

4 Vrachanski Balkan Nature Park

5 Vratsata Gorge

SLEEPING

6 Rade 3 Vratsa

EATING

7 Pintata

8 Trakiiska Printsesa

INFORMATION

9 Natura Information Centre
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While inquiring about hiking routes at Natura Information Centre, take a look at the elegant floral decor of the mosque building. The 18th-century mosque lost its minaret in an earthquake, so it wasn’t used as a religious building since the Ottoman times. But the art is still there.



Museum of Everything

Thracian silver and more

If there is a single reason to visit Vratsa per se, apart from its mountainous environs, it is the Rogozen Treasure, a collection of more than 100 Thracian silver jugs and plates that were discovered accidentally by a local farmer in 1985. Today, they are exhibited at the Regional History Museum. Its brutalist building contains a wonderfully unsystemic array of exhibitions – both brand new and old-fashioned – ranging from Neolithic clay idols and Roman pottery to the story of the local hero, Hristo Botev. The 17th-century tower outside doubles as the museum’s souvenir shop. The building looks at the vast central square dominated by the statue of Hristo Botev, seemingly cut out of the rocks looming above him. Largely pedestrianised and filled with cafe tables, the centre of Vratsa is a good place to unwind after road trips or mountain hikes.

Traditions with Alpine Flavour

Eclectic collection

The somewhat pompously named Sofronii Vrachanski Ethnographical Complex is an interesting museum complex that consists of four National Revival–era buildings displaying traditional costumes, instruments, toys, domestic interiors and silk-weaving apparatus. There’s also a collection of vintage vehicles, including a sleigh and 19th-century carriages. The gardens are free to wander around. Buy a ticket at the Vaznesenie School building and ask them to open the other buildings for you. Remarkably, the school is built in the Tyrolean style, which fits neatly into Vratsa’s quasi-alpine scenery. Also accessible from the gardens is the Sveti Vaznesenie Church, which holds a particularly fine collection of 18th- and 19th-century icons, some by the famous 19th-century icon painter Zachary Zograf, and all labelled in English.

Walk to the Wild Side

Adventures in the mountains

Almost as soon as you step out of Vratsa’s Old Town, going in the southern direction, you’ll find yourself inside Vratsata Gorge, with near-vertical rockfaces rising up on your right and the Leva River streaming gingerly on your left. This is the gateway to Vrachanski Balkan Nature Park, home to numerous species of bird, 700 types of tree and about 500 caves, including a visitable one, the Ledenika.

On your way into the park, drop by the Natura Information Centre, located inside an Ottoman-era mosque. The helpful staff also dispense maps of Vratsa and can provide basic information. Trailheads for some of the hiking trails in the park are within walking distance, but it makes sense to ask beforehand which ones are currently well marked and generally doable, because this is far from guaranteed.


HRISTO BOTEV: LIBERATION HERO

In 1876 Hristo Botev led an audacious attempt to start an uprising against the Ottomans. Disguised as gardeners, small groups of revolutionaries boarded an Austro-Hungarian steamship in different ports on the Danube and then hijacked it. The Austrian captain took their side after Botev’s passionate speech. But when they disembarked in Bulgaria, things went sour. Reinforcements failed to materialise and the unit was chased by the Ottomans all the way to Vratsa Balkan, where a stray bullet ended Botev’s life. But this sacrifice was not in vain. The stories of resistance swayed public opinion in Europe, triggering the Russo-Turkish war, which resulted in the liberation of Bulgaria two years later.



Wintry Escape

Ice cave

The road going through the Vratsata Gorge forks before the village of Zvonigrad, with one branch starting to climb the mountain that looms above Vratsa. It is a beautiful serpentine road going through a dense forest with parking spots near the best viewpoints. It eventually leads to a grassy plateau and continues to Ledenika Cave, a major local attraction. Translating as ‘ice cave’ in Bulgarian, it’s sheathed in ice for much of the winter, but thaws in summer, when visitors on guided tours arrive to explore it. Wear shoes suitable for climbing, and dress warmly, even on a hot summer day.
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Ledenika Cave | KRASIMIR LULCHEV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


ON BEAUTY & DIVINITY

During Ottoman times, the Christian and Slavic culture of Bulgarians would find refuge in remote mountain monasteries. A fair number of these are located in the area of Vratsa, some within a short ride from the city.

As an introduction, consider driving 20km to Cherepish Monastery (or take a taxi from Vratsa). It was founded by the last of medieval Bulgarian tsars and destroyed multiple times under the Turks, but rebuilt and expanded after each calamity. The stunning location at the bottom of Iskar river gorge comes as a bonus. Once you reach the river, coming from Vratsa, do stop to admire the Ritlite rock formation, looking like open pages of a windswept book.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN VRATSA

Rade 3 Vratsa

Immaculately clean and large rooms in a low-rise house close to the main square.

Pintata

In a cosy courtyard on an unpromising street, arguably the best dining option in town.

Trakiiska Printsesa

Pleasant place for coffee or a variety of light meals on the main pedestrian drag.



Beyond Vratsa
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Mesmerising rock formations, old monasteries and one very artistic village is what awaits you if you venture out of Vratsa.


The main road linking the northeastern corner of Bulgaria to the rest of the country is a picturesque route that runs through the Danube plains under the stone wall of the Stara Planina mountains. Most local sights are found where these two meet. Highlights include the breathtaking scenery of Belogradchik, where whimsical rock formations draw hikers and climbers. Curious and intrepid travellers are rewarded with a red-carpet welcome in the carpet-weavers’ village of Chiprovtsi. Set quite apart from other sightseeing stops in Bulgaria’s northwest, Pleven is a place where the fate of Bulgaria was decided in an epic battle. The area is also dotted with a fair number of medieval monasteries and ancient fortresses.

Places

Belogradchik

Chiprovtsi

Pleven


GETTING AROUND

Vratsa is connected by train and bus to Sofia, Pleven and Montana. The main road goes from Vratsa towards Vidin via Montana. Belogradchik can be reached by bus from Vratsa. For Chiprovtsi, you’ll need to change at Montana.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you are interested in the craft, ask the people at Pavlova Kashta in Chiprovtsi if they could show you a carpet-weaver at work.



BelogradchikTIME from vratsa: 1 HR 30 MINS [image: img]

Arresting mountain scenery

The crisp mountain air and the weird and wonderful rock formations that rise from a lonely horizon of hills are what draw visitors to little Belogradchik, on the eastern edge of the Stara Planina mountain range. Although rather remote, Belogradchik’s charms are starting to attract more visitors.

The massive Belogradchik sandstone and limestone rock formations cover an area of around 90 sq km and tower over the town. The rocks, standing up to 200m high, were sculpted over millions of years by natural compression. Several hiking trails of varying difficulty lace through the rocks. The tourist information centre has a map of the routes. The ‘Monks’, the ‘Bear’, the ‘Shepherd Boy’ and ‘Adam and Eve’ are just some of the named formations.

Almost blending in with the surrounding rocks, the Kaleto Fortress was originally built by the Romans and later expanded by the Byzantines, Bulgarians and Turks. Most of what you see today was completed in the 1830s. You can wander round three courtyards and explore the defensive bunkers; accessing the highest rocks involves a precarious climb up steep ladders.

Note that some of the best views of the Belogradchik rocks open up from the terrace of Mislen Kamak restaurant that sits on the opposite hill, making this cheap and efficient place a logical lunch stop in Belogradchik.

Back in town, the history museum, housed in a National Revival–era building from 1810, displays folk costumes, jewellery and traditional local crafts, such as woodcarving and pottery. Also here, Naive Art Museum is a quirky collection of amateur artwork.
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CHEERS TO CAVE ART

Scientists are yet to deliver their judgement regarding the effect of spelunking on taste buds, but you can set your own experiment by combining visiting a cave and a winery located next to each other, some 20km north of Belogradchik. One of the largest caves in Bulgaria, with a total length of about 3km, the Magura Cave is known for the size of its stalagmites and stalactites, as well as surviving cave art going back several thousand years. Bring sturdy walking shoes and a jacket, as the temperature inside remains a chilly 12°C year-round. The nearby Magura Winery offers regular tastings. Check the website for several different options. Book by telephone three days in advance.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND VRATSA

Pavlova Kashta

Simple rooms in a traditional house and instant access to insider knowledge about Chiprovtsi. €

Studio Pleven Center

A wonderful retro-styled flat on a hill, within walking distance from the centre. €€

Hotel Castle Cottage

Individually designed rooms, plus a log fire in winter and outdoor hot tubs in summer. In Belogradchik. €€

ChiprovtsiTIME from ruse: 1 HR 10 MINS [image: img]

A red-carpet welcome

There are places around the world that have an artistic soul and Chiprovtsi is one of them. Local makers of traditional carpets, who fused the oriental weaving technique with Slavic ornaments, have been famous all over Bulgaria since the 19th century. Lately, the town has started developing a low-key musical scene that’s attracting musicians from other countries. While not a visual stunner, Chiprovtsi has a fascinating history as an ancient ore-production centre, developed by Saxon miners in the medieval ages, and also as a Catholic stronghold in Orthodox Bulgaria. It was also the scene of multiple uprisings against the Ottoman yoke, one of which ended up with the place being completely destroyed in 1688 and staying abandoned for a good half a century.

Some of these stories are covered by the wonderful history museum, which also features a fine display of locally made carpets. It stands next to the town’s Catholic church. As it happens, Chiprovtsi’s fledgling popularity (within a narrow circle of connoisseurs) dwells on the enthusiasm of several individuals. If you want be across various opportunities and upcoming events, go no further than Pavlova Kashta guesthouse. Run by a hospitality student, Tsvetomir Stefanov, it is both a guesthouse and a very good restaurant that veers significantly from the nationwide menu routine towards more unusual and regionalised treats. The same family owns a local microbrewery and helps organise the annual musical festival, which stems from a folk-music seminar run by a local Belgian expat.
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MONTANA, THE REAL MCCOY

This toponym looks a tad perplexing on the map of Bulgaria’s not-so-wild northwest, so here is the tale of how the town Montana got its name. Former Roman stronghold Castra ad Montanesium endured long spells as Kutlofça, Ferdinand (after a Bulgarian ruler) and Mihaylovgrad (after a communist hero). Then the choice of name selected at a 1993 referendum may have been a little tongue-in-cheek, but what little remains of the old Montanesium is there on public display, topping the Kaleto Hill, from which views open to the vast Ogosta Reservoir, the second-largest artificial lake in Bulgaria.

Lopushanki Monastery is a worthwhile stop on the road between Montana and Chiprovtsi.



PlevenTIME from ruse: 2 HRS [image: img]

War monuments, liberation battlefield

A run-of-the-mill city with a pleasant pedestrianised core centred around a cascade of artificial waterfalls, Pleven is a convenient and often inevitable transit point on Bulgaria’s east–west and north–south transport axes. As a destination per se, it is defined by a single episode in its history: the Siege of Pleven by the Russian imperial army and their Romanian allies in 1877 resulted in Bulgaria regaining independence after centuries of Ottoman rule.

Pleven is filled to the brim with grandiose war memorials, the largest one standing at the scene of the main battle. Built for the 100-year anniversary of the siege, the Pleven Panorama is a romanticised 360-degree depiction of the battle. English-speaking guides are available on the spot.

Back in the centre, the ornate neo-byzantine Mausoleum dominates Pleven’s main pedestrian square and holds the remains of the Russian and Romanian soldiers who died during the siege. There are two levels, with the lower level holding the bones of the dead soldiers from the various countries. The atmosphere inside is suitably serene.

Sitting in a city-centre park, Tsar Aleksander II House Museum is a modest cottage where the Russian royal accepted the surrender of the Turkish general Osman Pasha after the 1877 Siege of Pleven. The four rooms have been restored to their 19th-century appearance and the tsar’s uniform is on show in a glass case.


EDGE OF EMPIRE

For the Romans, the Danube served as the border with barbarians in the north. This is why they built a chain of fortification all along the course of the river – from the Bavarian Alps to the Black Sea. These were known as Danubian Limes. The best-known remainder of these Roman forts can be found in Ruse and Silistra.

If you are curious and intrepid enough, you may also travel to Vidin in the northwestern corner of Bulgaria. Here, the stones of the Roman castle of Bononia serve as a foundation to the majestic medieval Baba Vida Fortress, which was built by a Bulgarian in the 10th century.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND VRATSA

Pavlova Kashta

Local specialities and unusual ingredients, such as nettle, in Chiprovtsi’s sustainable tourism powerhouse. €

Mislen Kamak

Sample inexpensive Serbian fare (pleskavitsa – a Serbian burger) with magnificent views of the Belogradchik rocks. €

Revue

Take an evening off from Balkan food with quality pan-European standards and good coffee. €€





TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Romania and Bulgaria. They’re full of information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate the two countries and to get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Romania


Most international visitors arrive at Bucharest’s Henri Coandă International Airport (bucharestairports.ro). Several other large cities around the country, including Cluj, Iaşi and Timișoara, have international air service. Romania is well integrated with the European train network, through Hungary. Two road bridges as well as a few car ferries link the country to Bulgaria.
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Passports

Romania recently became part of the EU’s internal customs area – the ‘Schengen’ zone. In practice, that means arrivals no longer need to to show a valid passport to enter the country.




Visas

EU nationals don’t need a visa for any length of stay. Those from the UK, Canada, New Zealand, the US and Australia can stay for up to 90 days in any six months without a visa.




Taxis

Bucharest’s airport has a touch-screen system for ordering taxis. Taxi companies and rates are listed on the screens in the arrivals hall. Select a company (there’s little difference) to receive a ticket with the taxi number.




Getting Cash

Skip the exchange booths at the airport and instead withdraw cash with a debit or credit card from ATMs located along the wall in the arrivals hall. You’ll get a better rate without paying a commission.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centres

[image: jpg]

Lots of Options

Passengers arriving at Bucharest’s Henri Coandă International Airport have several options for getting to the centre of the city. The quickest and most expensive is by taxi. If you’re travelling onwards by train, there’s also regular shuttle train service to and from the airport to Bucharest’s main Gara de Nord station. Trains leave throughout the day starting at around 6am. To find it, look for the signs to ‘Tren’ in the arrivals hall. Express bus no 783 also runs regularly from the airport to points in the city centre. Buy tickets from ticket machines or pay with a contactless credit card.

BULGARIA


Bulgaria has thee main international airports – Sofia as well as two on the coast, Varna and Burgas. In addition, Plovdiv airport receives a couple of flights a day from EU destinations. All of the airports are modern and conveniently linked to the respective cities, while Burgas airport is within walking distance of the nearest beach.
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Visas

EU nationals don’t need a visa for Bulgaria. UK, US, Australian and New Zealand citizens can stay for up to 90 days within every six months without a visa.




Mobile Phones

SIM cards for unlocked phones can be purchased from Yettel shops in the arrival area of international airports.




Border Crossing

All of the countries bordering Bulgaria are either fellow EU members or membership candidates, so border checks at land and Danube River crossings are fairly smooth.




Internet

Wi-fi is available at all international terminals. Elsewhere in Bulgaria, wi-fi access is widespread and mobile internet coverage is generally good.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centres
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Schengen or Not?

The saga of Bulgaria’s (and Romania’s) inclusion in Schengen was finally resolved in March 2024, when the two countries became the newest Member States to join the Schengen area. Now that Bulgaria is a member, checks will remain only at the borders with Turkey, Northern Macedonia and Serbia. The rule for US, UK, Australian and New Zealand nationals will remain the same – no more than 90 days every six months without a visa, only now in the whole of the Schengen area rather than in Bulgaria alone.






Getting Around

ROMANIA


Nothing beats the freedom of having your own car in Romania, especially for exploring mountainous areas, small villages, monasteries and wineries.
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TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
200-250 lei/day

Petrol
Approx 7.20 lei/litre

Ferry to Bulgaria
€12/car, plus €1/passenger (paid in euros)

Train ticket from Bucharest to Timişoara
Approx 120 lei




TIP

Find a handy online timetable for trains at mersultrenurilor.infofer.ro. For buses, head to autogari.ro.



Road Conditions

Romanian roads are crowded and often in poor condition. Most travel will be along two-lane national highways or secondary roads. These are choked with traffic and even occasionally slow-moving tractors and horse carts. When calculating journey times, figure on covering 50km per hour.

Parking

Parking can be tight to non-existent in cities. When booking accommodation always ask about parking facilities; it’s usually worth paying extra for parking. Driving in large cities like Bucharest can be hazardous. Whenever possible, stow the car and walk or take public transport.

GO WITH THE FLOW

Romania is a deceptively large country and it’s nearly impossible to get anywhere quickly. Trains can be delayed; roads are crowded and a scheduled bus simply doesn’t show up or leave on time. It’s all part of travel in Romania. While conditions are slowly improving, the best advice is to build slack into your schedule and prepare for inevitable delays. Whatever happens, don’t race on dangerous highways to make up lost time.

Bridges & Ferries

The Danube River is a formidable obstacle for moving within the country and between Romania and Bulgaria. Just two land bridges link the two countries: at Giurgiu, south of Bucharest, and Calafat in the west. Car ferries to Bulgaria operate at Bechet and Turnu Măgurele, south of Craiova, and at Călăraşi.

Air Travel

Given the distances and state of the roads, flying between cities is a feasible option if time is a concern. The national carrier Tarom (tarom.ro) operates a comprehensive network of domestic routes. The airline flies regularly between Bucharest and Cluj-Napoca, Iaşi, Oradea, Timişoara, Suceava and Baia Mare.

Trains & Buses

Trains are slow but reliable for travelling between large cities. Most services are run by the national rail company Căile Ferate Române (CFR, cfrcalatori.ro). Buses and smaller maxi-taxis go nearly everywhere, but the system can be confusing. It’s best to ask on the ground where the nearest bus or maxi-taxi for your destination is departing from.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limit is 50km/h in town, 90km/h on national roads, 130km/h on four-lane expressways

[image: jpg]

Blood alcohol limit is zero



BULGARIA


Public transport in Bulgaria is generally efficient, but slow and not particularly comfortable. A car gives a big boost to your freedom and comfort.




TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
20-100 lv/day

Petrol
Approx 2.8 lv/litre

EV Charging
14 lv for a full charge

Bus ticket from Sofia to Burgas
30 lv



Car

The most convenient way to get around is by car, especially if your itinerary includes small Bulgarian villages. Car rentals can be found in arrival areas of the main airports, with some offices also located in large shopping malls. Book in advance and with local providers, such as greenrentacar.bg.

Road Network

Road conditions are patchy, but generally satisfactory. There are several motorways, some of them only partly finished, with a speed limit of 130km/h or 140km/h. The longest is the one that connects Sofia to Burgas and serves as the main transport axis between western Bulgaria and the Black Sea coast.

BUS ANARCHY

Bulgarian bus stations are confusing because each bus company has a separate counter, so you need to run between them, checking and comparing printed-out schedules, often in Bulgarian only. Online services like obilet.com (also has an app) or busexpress.bg are useful for buying tickets on main routes. Buses vary in quality in a big way. Among larger companies, Karat has consistently good ratings while Union Ivkoni has poor ones. Leg space can be torturously limited on some buses.

Bus

The most reliable transport links between cities are by bus. Local buses reach most villages but are usually infrequent, or seasonal in ski or beach destinations. Bus stations, divided between companies, are not easy to navigate. Comfort varies a lot from company to company.

Train

Slower than buses and frequently delayed, trains are a scenic (if not speedy) way to cover ground in Bulgaria and sometimes to reach some less-accessible places. Comfort inside carriages is truly substandard, so it makes every sense to pay a little extra for first class.

Taxi

As well as short journeys within cities, engaging a local driver is a good way to reach day-trip destinations without the inconvenience of infrequent buses; make sure to agree on a fare before setting out. In cities, metered taxies are efficient and inexpensive.


TIP

Online resources are far from comprehensive. A visit to the bus station can reveal new unexpected options.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limit is 50km/h in residential zones and 90km/h in the countryside
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Blood alcohol limit is 0.05%








Money

ROMANIA


Currency: Romanian Leu (lei)



Forget Euros


Romania is a member of the EU, but the euro does not circulate. There’s no point in converting money into euros prior to arrival, since you’ll have to convert it to lei anyway. Large hotels may quote rates in euros; this is merely to provide a reference point.

Exchanging Money


The best place to exchange money is at an ATM. You can also change money at private exchange booths (casa de schimb), but be wary of commission charges and ask how many lei you will receive before handing over your bills. You may need to show a passport to change money.

Credit Cards

International credit and debit cards, as well as contactless payment options, are widely accepted at hotels, restaurants and shops. In rural areas, you’ll sometimes need cash.

Tipping

Restaurants Tip 10% to reward good service.

Taxis Round up to the nearest lei.

Hotels Tip cleaning staff 5 lei per night.
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USELESS COINS

Romania is unique in that coins play almost no role in most transactions. Banknotes come in denominations of 1 leu, 5 lei, 10 lei, 50 lei, 100 lei, 200 lei and 500 lei. One leu is divided into 100 bani. While coins do circulate as 50 and 10 bani pieces, these amounts are too small to be of any practical use. On the other hand, using the large 200 lei notes that ATMs often spit out can be difficult in practice.




HOW MUCH FOR...

coffee (espresso)
10-12 lei

beer (pint)
10-14 lei

museum admission
15-30 lei

train from Bucharest to Braşov
40-50 lei



[image: jpg]

PINEAPPLE STUDIO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

How to… Save Money

Bucharest, Cluj and other large cities have clean and modern hostels and are open to all age groups. Museums offer discounted admission to students, families and individuals over 65 years of age. Restaurants may sometimes offer discounted set menus at lunch time, which can be much cheaper than evening prices. Fresh produce and picnic items are always available in the markets.
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LOCAL TIP

Always carry small bills (1 leu and 5 lei notes) around with you. These are handy for making small purchases and leaving tips.



BULGARIA


Currency: Leva (lv)



ATMs


ATMs that accept major credit cards (mainly Visa and MasterCard) are common, and are found in all sizeable towns and cities. The commission, however, is often extortionate, especially at coastal resorts. This is less of a problem if you use ATMs at bank offices.

Exchange Offices


Foreign-exchange offices can be found in all large towns, and rates are always displayed prominently. They are no longer allowed to charge commission, but that doesn’t always stop them trying; always check the final amount that is being offered before handing over your cash.

Credit Cards

You cannot rely on using a credit card exclusively when travelling in Bulgaria. Credit cards are commonly accepted in hotels, restaurants and shops in the big cities, towns and tourist resorts, but you’ll find that acceptance is less widespread in more rural areas.

Tipping

Restaurants Tip 10% to reward good service.

Taxis Round up to the nearest leva.

Hotels Tip cleaning staff 5 lv per night.


DEVIL’S ATM

So you’re in a small coastal village and the credit-card machine at the restaurant you’re really desperate to dine at is ‘out of order’. You start looking for cash and realise there is none left. The waiter helpfully points you to an ATM attached to a cigarette kiosk across the road. Hungry and desperate, you withdraw cash and the machine slaps you with an 8% commission. This is one good reason for carrying enough cash that you’ve withdrawn in advance at an official bank office.




HOW MUCH FOR...

water (small bottle)
1.6 lv

beer (pint)
3.5 lv

museum admission
5-20 lv

inexpensive restaurant meal
€15 lv
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How to… Tip in Bulgaria

Except for high-end hotels, hotel staff rarely expect tips. Nor do bartenders. When paying for taxis, people tend to round the fare up to the nearest whole lev. At restaurants, a 10% reward is the norm. Hand the tip directly to the server or leave it in the small pouch that the bill is presented in.
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LOCAL TIP

Carry some small leva notes in your pocket at all times so you can buy those magnificent sweet cherries on a whim from an old woman selling them on the pavement.








Where to Stay

ROMANIA

Pensions

A pension (pensiune) is a small, privately run guesthouse where you’ll normally get a clean room and breakfast. Occasionally you’ll have the option to take half or full board (one or both main meals). One rung down from here is a room (cazare) in a private home. You can spot these places by a ‘cazare’ sign in the window. Standards for these vary greatly.

Private Apartments

Short-term apartment rentals may make sense for longer stays (more than three days) in large cities, like Bucharest or Cluj, where hotel prices can go through the roof. These often come with kitchens and washing machines. Find them listed on the usual international booking sites, but buyer beware. In reality, the places may not look nearly as nice as the photos on the website.

Hostels

Large cities, such as Bucharest, Cluj, Sibiu and Braşov have good-quality, affordable private hostels with group kitchens; laundry facilities; wi-fi; and engaged, English-speaking staff. Outside these larger areas, though, the concept of a youth hostel can mean something quite different. These hostels are often only open from June to August and are located in university dormitories or other institutional spaces that have been repurposed as seasonal lodgings.

Camping

Camping can be a great option along the Black Sea coast, particularly in places like Sfântu Gheorghe or Vama Veche. Camping grounds (popas turistic) run the gamut from nicely maintained properties in scenic areas to grungy affairs, with wooden huts packed unattractively side-by-side like sardines. Wild camping is technically prohibited in parks and legally protected zones, but outside these areas you’ll rarely be disturbed, provided you exercise discretion.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN A ...

farmstay
150-300 lei

hostel dorm
from 130 lei

boutique hotel
250-500 lei
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Farm Stays & Wineries

Overnights at working farms (pensiunea agroturistica) or wineries have taken off in a big way in the past decade. Find these in beautiful, remote spots or villages in Transylvania and Maramureş, or in popular wine-making regions, such as Dealu Mare, near Ploieşti. These run the gamut from basic to luxury but bring you closer to authentic Romanian culture. You’ll often need your own wheels to get there.



OTHER OPTIONS

In addition to the accommodation options listed here, Romania offers loads of unusual places to stay, including ice hotels, glamping, beautifully refurbished aristocratic manors, boutique hotels and eco-resorts. Many private tour operators, such as Romanian Friend (romanianfriend.com), feature these types of places as part of their tours. Travel blogger Iulia Vasile (juliasomething.com/places-to-stay-in-romania-hotels) has compiled an excellent list on her site. To get you started, the country’s main tourism organisation Romania Tourism (romaniatourism.com/distinctive-hotels.html) has identified some of the country’s most interesting overnight options.

BULGARIA

Mountain Huts

Mountain huts (hizha) are designed for use by long-distance trekkers, but are technically open to anyone who shows up at the door. Aside from the dramatic views, these typically offer only basic services (dorm beds and shared bathrooms). Most are open only from May to September, but those situated at or near major ski slopes often stay open in winter.

Hostels

Find clean, modern hostel accommodation in large cities and destinations popular with backpackers, such as Sofia, Veliko Târnovo, Varna, Plovdiv and Bansko. Expect these to be clean and relatively well run – many offer modern amenities like laundries, kitchens and club rooms. Outside of these areas, a stay in a private room is likely to be the best budget overnight option.

Camping

Camping in Bulgaria can be hit or miss. Some campsites, such as Smokinya, near Sozopol, are attractive and well run. Others may feel rundown, though the natural setting will almost always be beautiful. Wild camping occupies a grey area. It’s prohibited in national parks, but generally tolerated elsewhere. In summer, many people pitch tents on the beach near the northern coastal village of Krapets.

Guesthouses

Outside of the big cities, most accommodation is through smaller, privately owned guesthouses. These offer great value, with cosy rooms and home-cooked breakfasts. There’s no national registry of these types of places. Local tourist offices will be able to refer you – most have websites and turn up on a quick internet search. We’ve listed some of the best in this guide.
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Monastery Stays

Several working monasteries offer accommodation. A monastery stay can add a spiritual dimension to your trip or simply satisfy your curiosity of what life here must be like. Rila and Bachkovo provide rooms within the monastery itself. Others, such as at Troyan, Lopushanski and Dryanovo, have guesthouses. Contact the monasteries directly. Be prepared to dress modestly and adhere to evening lock-up times.




HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN A ...

mountain hut
30-40 lv

hostel
30 lv

boutique hotel
200-300 lv
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BLACK SEA COAST IN SUMMER

Bulgaria’s Black Sea coast is very popular in summer, both with locals and visitors from around Europe. Many of the larger resorts, like Sunny Beach or Golden Sands, rely primarily on package holidays, where visitors book for longer stays and often with meals included. Hotels here may be unaccustomed or unable to handle walk-ins or short-term visitors. It’s best to book these well in advance. To beat the crowds, consider travelling out of high season (July to August). Both June and September offer the possibility of sunny, hot days but see fewer visitors.






Family Travel


Children play a big part in the social and cultural scenes of both Romania and Bulgaria. Children are welcomed with open arms at restaurants, hotels and other attractions. All big towns have public parks with playgrounds, as well as attractions kids might enjoy. Children often receive reduced prices on transport, accommodation and museums. Age limits for discounts are not usually rigidly enforced.
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Baby Supplies

Most of the necessities for travelling with toddlers, such as disposable nappies (diapers), baby food, car snacks and fresh or powdered milk are generally available in grocery stores across both countries. Public nappy-changing facilities are not common in public toilets but they can be found in toilets at higher-end restaurants and hotels.

ROMANIA

Safety Precautions

Keep an eye out when looking after smaller children. Steps, both indoors and outdoors, may be poorly marked or without handrails. Careless drivers are common. Negotiating the narrow, uneven pavements with a buggy (stroller) or small child in hand can be challenging.

Dracula & Farm Animals

Romania is a natural with kids. First, there’s the endlessly entertaining Dracula myth. And not just at Bran Castle, but at castles around Transylvania and Wallachia. A second draw card (for younger children) are farm animals. Romania is largely agricultural. Just the sight of a horse cart on a highway is sure to turn little heads.

BULGARIA

Eating Out

Most restaurants in Bulgaria welcome families with children, although not many offer specific children’s menus, and fewer still have high chairs. You’re more likely to find these kinds of facilities in and around the Black Sea resorts and in some places in Plovdiv and Sofia. There are plenty of Western-style restaurants and international fast-food chains if your little ones are fussy eaters.
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Cots & Car Seats

Top-end, international chain hotels in cities, and hotels in coastal resorts, usually have cots available. International car-rental firms can provide children’s safety seats for a nominal extra cost, but it’s essential to book these in advance.


CHILD-FRIENDLY ATTRACTIONS IN ROMANIA

Salt Mines at Turda and Slănic
Vast underworlds to explore.

Bran Castle
Big spooky castle with Dracula connections.

Danube Delta boat rides
Skimming the water through miles of wetland.

Mamaia
Beaches, a water park and thousands of other kids.

CHILD-FRIENDLY ATTRACTIONS IN BULGARIA

Action Water Park Sunny Beach
Water park with pools and high-speed slides.

Sofia Zoo
Play areas for children.

Belogradchik Rocks
Kids will gawk at massive sandstone-rock formations.

Muzeiko
Absorbing, interactive science museum for children in Sofia.








Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Insurance is not required when travelling to either Romania or Bulgaria, but it is recommended. Consider purchasing comprehensive insurance that covers both medical care and flight cancellations. EU citizens can get a free European Health Insurance Card (EHIC), which covers emergency medical treatments without charge.
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STRAY DOGS

While the situation has improved greatly in the past decade, you’ll still see many strays walking around. Rabies cases are rare but still a concern given the number of dogs. Resist the temptation to pet these animals. If bitten by a dog, seek medical attention within 72 hours.



SWIM SAFELY
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Green flag Safe to swim
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Yellow flag Potential hazards in the water
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Red flag Too dangerous to swim

ROMANIA

Pickpockets


Romania is a safe country and travellers needn’t worry about taking any special precautions. That said, small-scale theft, scams and pickpockets can still be a problem. Always securely lock car doors, and watch wallets and pursues in crowded areas. Never change money on the black market; this is always a scam.

Ticks


Romania’s forests and grasslands are filled with ticks. On hikes or camping trips, be sure to use repellents and cover up exposed skin. Consider getting a vaccination. Ticks can carry two potentially serious diseases: tick-borne encephalitis and Lyme disease.

Mosquitoes


Mosquitoes can be an annoyance anywhere in summer but especially in and around the Danube delta. Be sure to bring a good insect repellent.

BULGARIA

Oppressive Heat


The past decade has seen a consistent rise in summer temps across Bulgaria, with the number of days with temperatures above 32°C increasing each year. The heat is not only uncomfortable, but it increases the risk of forest fires. In July 2023, authorities declared a state of emergency in Haskovo province in the south due to severe wildfires.

Ice & Snow


During the winter months, many roadways may be closed due to ice and snow. Inclement weather affects primarily higher-elevation passes, but heavy snows can also close roadways in lower-lying areas around the country. From November to March, all vehicles must be equipped with winter tyres.
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TAP WATER

Romanian and Bulgarian tap water is generally safe to drink but may have an odd taste. Bottled water is cheap and available everywhere.








Food & Drink

ROMANIA


When to Eat

Breakfast (7am to 10am) Light with coffee and bread, or more substantial with cold cuts, cheese and eggs.

Lunch (noon to 2pm) Always with a soup and often the main meal.

Dinner (7pm to 9pm) Can be heavy and eaten later in the evening.
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Where to Eat


Restaurants Generic name for any place serving food and offering table service. Larger hotels invariably have a restaurant open to non-guests, and in some towns may be the best place to eat.

Cafes Coffee, beer, lemonade and often small food items.

Street stands Shawarma, burgers and snacks like covrigi (hot pretzels) and gogoși (doughnuts).
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PLUM WASTED

Romanians enjoy a good beer or glass of wine, but when it comes to serious drinking, the only real contender is high-proof fruit brandy – schnapps – or as Romanians say, ţuică (or pălincă). Typically, ţuică is made from plums (three-quarters of the nation’s plums end up in a bottle), though apricots and pears can be used. The best batches are homemade, and everyone has an uncle who makes the ‘best in Romania’. You’ll often find ţuică sold in plastic bottles at roadside fruit stands. A shot of ţuică before a meal is a great way to break the ice, but unless you’re a seasoned drinker, hold the line at one or two. Ţuică can run as high as 50% to 60% alcohol.
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MENU DECODER

Ciorbă de burtă Traditional tripe soup.

Ciorbă de perişoare Spicy soup with meatballs.

Ciorbă de legume Vegetable soup.

Ciorbă de peste Fish soup.

Tochitură Traditional pork stew.

Mămăligă Cornmeal polenta.

Sarmale Cabbage or vine leaves, stuffed with meat and rice.

Salată asortată Mixed salad.

Salată de roşii Tomato salad.

Clătite Thin dessert pancakes.

Îngheţată Ice cream.

Papanaşi Popular, doughnut-like dessert.



How to… Eat Your Soup

Romanian meals traditionally begin with a soup, often a delicious ‘sour’ variety called a ciorbă. The sourness derives from vinegar, lemon or occasionally fermented bran-extract added during preparation. Curiously, soups are often served with a long, hot red or green pepper on the side. Don’t put the pepper in the soup; instead take a nibble of it along with a spoonful of broth. Fish soup is sometimes served with a side of garlic sauce, which is meant to be mixed into the soup.

How to… Order in a Restaurant

Service at Romanian restaurants can sometimes be exasperatingly slow. Here are a few pointers to improve the dining-out experience. The first rule is be sure to greet the staff as you enter. A nicely timed ‘bună ziua’ (‘good day’) goes a long way towards breaking the ice. Don’t linger over the menu. The server will usually take a drinks order first. When he or she brings the beverages, this is the time to order food. Keep small banknotes handy. These can be a lifesaver when it comes to paying and getting out fast. Signal the server you want your bill, which will be brought in a folder or pouch. You’re then free to stick the money in and go.

BULGARIA


MENU DECODER

Sirene Brine cheese, similar to feta.

Kashkaval Yellow hard cheese.

Ruska salad Hardy salad of potatoes, eggs and ham.

Ovcharska salad Ham, mushrooms, tomatoes, cheese and olives.

Kebapche Spicy grilled sausage or meatball.

Mish-Mash Mix of eggs, cheese and red pepper.

Kavarma Traditional pork stew, served in an earthenware pot.

Sarmi Grape leaves stuffed with rice and pork.

Musaka Minced meat with aubergine.

Baklava Flaky pistachio pastry.

Tolumbi Honey-soaked pastry logs.




When to Eat

Breakfast (8am to 10am) A banitsa – a salty cheese pastry – and coffee.

Lunch (noon to 2pm) Big salads, meat dishes and rakia (plum brandy).

Dinner (7pm to 9pm) In summer, a long evening outdoors with more rakia.
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How to… Go Meatless

Aside from those big, delicious salads, Bulgarian menus typically feature lots of tempting meatless options. Tasty vegetarian meals to look for include sirene po shopski (cheese, eggs and tomatoes baked in a clay pot), gyuvech (potatoes, tomatoes, aubergine, onions and carrots baked in a clay pot), mish-mash (scrambled eggs with peppers, tomatoes and cheese), kashkaval pane (fried breaded cheese), chuska byurek (fried breaded peppers stuffed with egg, cheese and parsley), bob chorba (bean soup) and the ever-popular pastry, banitsa.

How to… Eat a Salad

Bulgarian salads number among the best in the world. They’re an essential part of most meals and are often eaten as a starter, but some are so large they could be a full meal in themselves. There’s a bewildering array of salads available. Indeed, salads are so popular that Shopska salad, a medley of tomato, roasted red pepper, cucumber and crumbly sirene cheese, is considered the de facto national dish. But here’s the kicker: salads are often taken with a glass of rakia (grape or plum brandy) on the side. The mix of fresh veggies and plug of hard alcohol tastes unusual at first, but you’ll quickly adapt. As they say: ‘When in Rome…’

Where to Eat


Cafe Cheaper affairs that include self-service cafeterias, offering pre-cooked meals, soups and salads.

Mehana Traditional tavern, decorated in rustic style and serving only authentic Bulgarian cuisine.

Restaurant Broad range of dining spots and every imaginable type of cuisine.


WORLD’S BEST YOGHURT

Move over Greek yoghurt. For our money, the slightly runnier, ever so slightly more sour Bulgarian yoghurt might just be a step up. Bulgarians claim to have invented yoghurt (kiselo mlyako; literally ‘sour milk’), and, indeed, the bacteria used to make yoghurt is called lactobacillus bulgaricus, named in honour of its Bulgarian origins. However they make it, it’s absolutely delicious. Yoghurt is used in many sweet and savoury dishes, including salads, soups and desserts. Snezhanka (‘Snow White’), or milk salad, is a healthy, filling concoction of cucumbers and scoops of plain yoghurt, with garlic, dill and crushed walnuts. Drinking yoghurts are also very popular; ayran is a refreshing, chilled, slightly salty, thin yoghurt drink that makes an ideal accompaniment to light meals.

On a hot summer day, look for tarator, a refreshing ‘liquid’ salad of chilled cucumber and yoghurt.








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.
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ROMANIA

Buy Local

Romanian handicrafts, carved spoons and traditional dress are of high quality and make great souvenirs. Watch out, though, for cheap imports. Choose carefully and buy from authentic shops and dealers.

Care for Trails

While hiking in pristine nature, if you see plastic bottles or anything else that doesn’t belong in the natural surroundings, take it out with you and bin it (in a recycling bin in the next village).

Illegal Logging

Romania’s forests remain under threat from illegal logging. The international NGO Organised Crime and Corruption Reporting Project (occrp.org) is working to highlight the issue.

FRAGILE ECO-SYSTEMS

Romania is filled with beautiful but fragile eco-systems, like the Danube delta. Choose accommodation run by local people or that stress sustainability. When hiking or birdwatching, stick to designated trails and areas.

[image: jpg]

RADU RAZVAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Trains and buses can get you to nearly any city or town. If time is not an issue, skip the rental car and hassles of driving (parking, petrol and traffic).




Support local recycling efforts by choosing the right container for plastic bottles, paper waste etc.




RESOURCES

millionsoffriends.org/en/libearty Transylvania foundation that protects threatened bears.
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four-paws.org Supports local efforts to neuter, microchip and care for stray animals.
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BULGARIA

Visit Distressed Areas

The northwestern part of Bulgaria, along the Danube, is the EU’s poorest region. Once thriving towns like Vidin and Silistra have lost jobs and population though still offer rich histories and attractive, riverside settings.

Overdevelopment

Overdevelopment is a major problem at the giant Black Sea resorts and the Bansko ski area. The big hotels and the push to build ski runs and make artificial snow (at Bansko) place strains on the natural environment.

Choose Local

Avoid the big resorts where possible and instead choose accommodation and meals with smaller, locally owned properties. Your visit will go a long way to helping people who may be squeezed out of the tourist economy.
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‘Green Lodge’

Look for special ‘Green Lodge’ certificates when booking guesthouses, pensions and smaller hotels. These certificates indicate that the lodging meets international sustainability standards.
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Plastic waste, in the form of waters bottles and plastic bags, remains a serious problem along the Black Sea coast, where plastic residue finds its way into the water. Always make sure to dispose of plastic properly.




Bulgaria’s remote forests and higher-elevations areas are home to large populations of wild bears and wolves.
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44

Bulgaria’s efforts to promote sustainability have stagnated. In 2023, the country came 44th out of 166 countries in the UN’s Sustainable Development Report. The report cited the country’s failure to protect marine resources. (Romania also has some work to do in terms of sustainability, coming in 35th, while Finland was judged the world’s most sustainable country.)
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RESOURCES

baatbg.org
Supports initiatives and partnerships in favour of sustainable and alternative tourism.

[image: jpg]

www.ssa.bg
Coalition of organisations that promote sustainable practices around the country.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers


Both Romania and Bulgaria retain conservative attitudes towards homosexuality. Both countries have made progress in protecting the rights of LGBTIQ+ individuals, but same-sex partnerships (permitted in Bulgaria) do not enjoy the same legal status as marriage. Both Bucharest and Sofia have large gay communities and public attitudes are most tolerant in large cities.



ROMANIA

Legal Situation

Homosexuality is legal and the country has anti-discrimination laws in place, but as of yet, Romania has no legal provision for same-sex partnerships. This may change in the future, following recent challenges to the laws in EU rights courts. Bucharest and Cluj are the most tolerant cities, though open displays of affection between same-sex couples are rare.

Associations & Safe Networks

The Bucharest-based Accept Association (acceptromania.ro) is Romania’s leading NGO to promote rights of gays and lesbians at the national level. The group raises awareness of hate crimes, and in July helps to organise the six-day Bucharest Pride festival, with films, conferences and a parade.

Bucharest Clubs & Bars

Bucharest has a handful of gay-friendly clubs and bars. Thor’s Hammer Bar and Q Club are considered two of the best. Nomadic Boys (nomadicboys.com) has a list of gay-friendly sights, hotels and bars in the capital on its website.
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STATUS OF SAME-SEX UNIONS

In May 2023, The European Court of Human Rights ruled Romania had broken EU law by not giving LGBTIQ+ couples sufficient legal protections and ordered the country to implement legislation for same-sex civil unions. It wasn’t immediately clear what implication the ruling would have.



BULGARIA

NGO & Sofia Pride

GLAS (glasfoundation.bg/en) is a leading NGO to protect and promote the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people. The group works with parents of gay people to foster understanding and sponsors campaigns to combat hate crimes. It also helps organise Sofia’s annual Pride Festival (en.sofiapride.org) in June.

Same-Sex Partnerships

Same-sex partnerships are permitted in Bulgaria, though these unions do not enjoy the full legal protections granted to opposite-sex partnerships. Sofia and Varna are home to large LGBTIQ+ communities, though even here, gay culture tends to stay on the down low.

Where to Go

The TravelGay website (travelgay.com) lists gay and gay-friendly bars in Sofia and Varna. Club Essence in Sofia is one of a handful of lesbian bars in the Bulgarian capital.


Fits & Starts

In July 2023, the National Assembly approved a bill to strengthen penalties for crimes committed on the basis of sexual orientation. At the same time, opinion polls suggest only around a fifth of the population supports same-sex marriage.








Accessible Travel


Neither Romania nor Bulgaria is particularly well equipped for people with disabilities, even though there has been noticeable improvement over recent years. Stairs and uneven footpaths will pose challenges, and ramps and toilets designed for disabled people are few and far between.
   Both countries are signatories to the UN Convention on Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which requires, in theory at least, that all new construction must meet minimum accessibliity requirements.



ROMANIA

Advocacy Group

Romania Motivation Foundation (motivation.ro) is a local organisation to assist people with wheelchairs and mobility issues more generally. It has a good website in English with an overview of activities.

Airport

Bucharest’s Henri Coandă International Airport is a modern facility and has special toilets and parking areas for travellers with disabilities. That said, steps are everywhere and lifts may be out of order. Visitors needing special assistance should make their requests known when purchasing their tickets.

Accommodation

Newer hotels and international chains should be equipped to handle guests with special needs. Always ask when booking. Older properties, especially outside of large cities, may not have lifts or rooms with wide doors or bathroom facilities to accommodate wheelchairs.


accessibleromania.com
Sano Touring, a travel agency that focuses on accessible tourism, operates specialised tours around the country. It maintains an excellent website to assist visitors with mobility issues.

[image: jpg]



BULGARIA

Resources

The Sofia-based Center for Independent Living (cil.bg) is a non-profit organisation working to improve the lives of individuals with mobility issues and to promote inclusive policies and building codes. Its website is in English.

Airport

Sofia Airport is fully modernised and meets accessibility requirements. All passengers in need are legally entitled to special assistance. Travellers should alert the airport at the time of purchasing tickets or contact SOF Connect (+359 885 840 150) on arrival.

Accommodation

The large resort hotels on the Black Sea coast as well as modern hotels in Plovdiv and Sofia have lifts and should be able to accommodate guests in wheelchairs and with special needs. The situation is not as promising in smaller cities and with private or rural accommodation. Always ask when booking.


getyourguide.com
Get Your Guide lists several tours, activities, excursions, car-transfer services etc in Sofia and around that it has identified as wheelchair-friendly.
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Nuts & Bolts


Weights & Measures

Both countries use the metric system. Decimal places are often indicated by commas, and thousands by points.



Electricity 230V/50Hz
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ROMANIA

Opening Hours


Opening hours vary throughout the year and can differ between larger city centres and smaller towns.

Banks 9am-5pm Monday to Friday

Museums 10am-5pm

Offices 8am-5pm Monday to Friday

Post Offices 8am-7pm Monday to Friday

Restaurants 9am-11pm

Shops 9am-6pm Monday to Friday, to 2pm Saturday

Internet Access

Places such as airports, restaurants and cafes in cities usually offer free wi-fi.

Smoking

Smoking is not allowed in any closed public place but is generally permitted at outdoor eating establishments. Higher-end restaurants may offer non-smoking outdoor tables. Make your request when reserving a table.

Toilets

Romania generally suffers from a lack of public toilets, and those that do exist are often not very clean. Use better facilities at restaurants (even fast-food places), hotels or highway petrol stations when you have the chance. The fee for a public toilet is usually 1 or 2 lei.


GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT+2

Country code
40

Emergency number
112

Population
19.12 million



Public Holidays

Many public holidays correspond to important events on the Orthodox calendar. On 1 May, Romanians traditionally visit the seashore. When travelling during public holidays (especially the Assumption of Mary holiday), it’s wise to book ahead, as many hotels in popular destinations will be fully booked.

New Year 1 and 2 January

Orthodox Easter Monday April/May

Labour Day 1 May

Pentecost May/June, 50 days after Easter Sunday

Assumption of Mary 15 August

Feast of St Andrew 30 November

Romanian National Day 1 December

Christmas Day 25 December

Boxing Day 26 December

BULGARIA

Opening Hours

Opening hours vary throughout the year and can differ between larger city centres and smaller towns.

Banks 9am-5pm Monday to Friday

Museums 10am-5pm

Offices 8am-5pm Monday to Friday

Post Offices 8am-7pm Monday to Friday

Restaurants 9am-11pm

Shops 10am-7pm Monday to Friday, 11am-5pm Sat and Sun

Internet Access

Mobile internet is reliable in urban areas, less so in the countryside. Wi-fi is ubiquitous.

Smoking

Smoking is banned in all indoor public spaces, including restaurants, bars, hotels, cinemas and workplaces, but the rule is sometimes loosely enforced. In real life, most restaurant tables are located outdoors where smoking is permitted, so brace for tobacco-flavoured meals half of the time.

Toilets

Most toilets are of the sit-down European variety, though squat toilets exist at some tourist attractions. Public toilets are usually found at bus and train stations, underpasses and parks, and standards of cleanliness vary widely.
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GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT+2

Country code
+359

Emergency number
112

Population
6.9 million



Public Holidays

During official public holidays all government offices, banks, post offices and major businesses will be closed. Hotels, restaurants, bars, national parks/reserves and museums usually stay open (unless the holiday coincides with a normal day off), as do most shops and petrol stations; border crossings and public transport continue to operate normally.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Liberation Day 3 March

Orthodox Easter March/April/May

May Day 1 May

St George’s Day/Bulgarian Army Day 6 May

Cyrillic Alphabet/Culture and Literacy Day 24 May

Unification Day 6 September

Bulgarian Independence Day 22 September

Christmas 25 and 26 December






Languages

ROMANIAN


Romanian is a member of the Romance language family – as a descendant of Latin, it shares a common heritage with French, Italian, Spanish and Portuguese. Today, Romanian is the official language of Romania and Moldova (where it’s called Moldovan), with about 24 million speakers.



Basics


Yes. Da. da

No. Nu. noo

Excuse me. Scuzaţi-mă. skoo·za·tsee·muh

Sorry. Îmi pare rău. ewm’ pa·re ruh·oo

What’s your name? Cum vă numiţi? koom vuh noo·meets’

My name is … Numele meu este ... noo·me·le me·oo yes·te ...

I don’t understand. Eu nu înţeleg. ye·oo noo ewn·tse·leg

For more basics, see page 41.

Directions

Where’s (the station)?

Unde (e gara)? oon·de (e·gara)

What’s the address?

Care este adresa. ka·re yes·te a·dre·sa

Can you show me (on the map)?

Puteţi să-mi arătaţi (pe hartă)? poo·te·tsi suh·mi a·ruh·tats’ (pe har·tuh)

Signs

Intrare Entrance

Ieşire Exit

Deschis Open

Închis Closed

Toalete Toilets

Bărbaţi Men

Femei Women

Time & Dates

morning dimineaţă. dee·mee·ne·a·tsuh

afternoon după amiază. doo·puh a·mya·zuh

evening seară. se·a·ruh

yesterday ieri .... ye·ri

today astăzi. us·tuhz

tomorrow mâine. mew·ee·ne

Emergencies

Help! Ajutor! a·zhoo·tor

Go away! Pleacă! ple·a·kuh

I’m ill. Mă simt rău. muh seemt ruh·oo

Where are the toilets?

Unde este o toaletă?

oon·de yes·te o to·a·le·tuh

Call ...! Chemaţi ...! ke·mats’ ...

   a doctor un doctor oon dok·tor

   the police poliţia. po·lee·tsya

Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend?

Ce recomandaţi? che re·ko·man·dats’

I’ll have...

Aş dori... ash do·ree ...

That was delicious!

A fost delicios! Uh fawst de·lee·chi·os

I’d like the (bill) please.

Vă rog, aş dori (nota de plată).

uh rog ash do ree (no·ta de pla·tuh)


NUMBERS

1

unu oo·noo

2

doi doy

3

trei trey

4

patru pa·troo

5

cinci cheench’

6

şase sha·se

7

şapte shap·te

8

opt opt

9

nouă no·wuh

10

zece ze·che



BULGARIAN


Bulgarian is a member of the South Slavic language family, with Macedonian and Serbian as close relatives. It’s the official language of Bulgaria, with 9 million speakers.
   Bulgarian is written in the Cyrillic alphabet. Polite and informal options are provided where relevant, indicated by the abbreviations ‘pol’ and ‘inf’.



Basics

Yes. Да. da

No. Не. ne

Please. Мoля. mol·ya

Excuse me. Извинете. iz·vee·ne·te

Sorry. Съжалявам. suh·zhal·ya·vam

What’s your name? Kак се казвате/ казваш? (pol/inf)  kak se kaz·va·te/ kaz·vash

My name is… Kазвам се... kaz·vam se

I don’t understand. Не разбирам. ne raz·bee·ram

For more basics, see page 41.

Directions

Where’s the (market)?

Къде се намира (пазарът)? kuh·de se na·mee·ra (pa·za·ruht)

What’s the address?

Kакъв е адресът? ka·kuhv e ad·re·suht

Can you show me (on the map)?

Мoжете ли да ми пoкажете (на картата)? mo·zhe·te lee da mee po·ka·zhe·te (na kar·ta·ta)

Signs

Вxoд Entrance

Изxoд Exit

Отворено Open

Затворено Closed

Инфoрмaция Information

Забранено Prohibited

Тоалетни Toilets

Мъже (М) Men

Жени (Ж) Women

Time & Dates

morning сутринта soot·reen·ta

afternoon следобед sle·do·bed

evening вечерта ve·cher·ta

yesterday вчера vche·ra

today днес ness

tomorrow утре oot·re

Emergencies

Help! Пoмoщ! po·mosht

Go away! Махайте се! ma·hai·te se

I’m sick. Бoлен/Бoлна съм.(m/f) bo·len/bol·na suhm

Where are the toilets?

Kъде има тoалетни?  kuh·de ee·ma to·a·let·nee

Call ...! Пoвикайте ...! po·vee·kai·te ...

   a doctor лекар le·kar

   the police пoлицията po·lee·tsee·ya·ta

Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend?

Какво ще препоръчате? kak·vo shte pre·po·ruh·cha·te

I’ll have ... Ще взема ... shte vze·ma ...

That was delicious!

Това беше вкусно! to·vah bek·kee vuh·koos·no

I’d like the (bill) please.

Дайте ми сметката, моля.dai·te mee smet·ka·ta, mol·ya


NUMBERS

1

един (m) e·deen

една (f) ed·na

едно (n) ed·no

2

два (m) dva
две (f&n) dve

3

три tree

4

четири che·tee·ree

5

пет pet

6

шест shest

7

седем se·dem

8

осем o·sem

9

девет de·vet

10

десет de·set















ROMANIA & BULGARIA

STORYBOOK


Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Romanian and Bulgarian life



A History of Romania & Bulgaria in 15 Places

Our picks for places that tell the fascinating histories of Romania and Bulgaria.

Mark Baker

Meet the Romanians

Romanians exude a proud Latin spirit that is both generous and welcoming.

Monica Suma

Meet the Bulgarians

Once you get to know a Bulgarian, they will show you what true friendship really means.

Maria Stoyanova

The Bulgarian Oracle

Promoted by the communist regime, the cult of a blind seer has made an impact far beyond Bulgaria.

Leonid Ragozin

Monuments of Contention

Bulgaria has a monumental Russia problem. How to deal with history that’s suddenly excessively controversial?
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A HISTORY OF ROMANIA & BULGARIA IN
15 places


While distinct countries and cultures, Romania and Bulgaria share much when it comes to history. Early Greeks and Romans built colonies here; the Ottoman Turks enveloped both countries and engendered powerful national movements, bolstered by the church. Both endured communist regimes that fell in 1989. These are our picks for places that tell these stories.



ROMANIA COULD EASILY be called ‘Europe’s great survivor’. This melting pot of Romanians, Hungarians, Germans and others has been constantly invaded and occupied throughout its existence. The name ‘Romania’ didn’t refer to Wallachia or Moldavia until 1859 and, in fact, Transylvania remained part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire until 1918. In more recent times, the remote, reclusive Ceauşescu dictatorship pulled the country out of the modern world for decades. So, what exactly is ‘Romania’? Understanding the country’s past, the surrounding empires and countries who influenced it, and its re-entry into Western institutions is the best way to get a grip on this fascinating country.

Bulgaria’s history is awash in blood, gold and wine. Its most famous ancient inhabitants, the Thracians, were a civilisation of masterful horsemen and lovers of song, who left behind hauls of gold. Across Bulgaria loom grand churches and fortresses, commissioned by medieval Bulgarian tsars whose battles against the dying Byzantine Empire and then Ottoman Turkey spanned centuries. The most colourful way in which Bulgaria’s history lives on is through National Revival architecture from the days when the country threw off Ottoman rule. Countless towns glow with pastel-coloured mansions from the 1800s, contrasting against the more austere housing blocks of post-WWII communism.

1. Cucuteni Museum, Piatra Neamț (Romania)

NEOLITHIC EROTICISM

For thousands of years, the territory of modern Romania was inhabited by various Neolithic and Bronze Age tribes. These included the fascinating Cucuteni-Trypillian people, who thrived from 6000 to 3500 BCE and left behind a legacy of beautiful, modern-looking pottery, implements and sculpture. You can find surviving objects from this advanced society at natural history museums throughout Moldavia, but Piatra Neamț’s Cucuteni Museum has the most complete display; the museum’s ground floor is given over to the stunning symmetry of Cucutenian vessels, while the upper floors feature the frank (and shocking) sexuality of Cucutenian sculpture.

2. Thracian Tombs, Kazanlâk (Bulgaria)

INTRICATE GOLD-WORKING

Thracian tribes once dominated the territory of modern-day Bulgaria starting from around 4000 BCE until the arrival of the Romans several millennia later. The Thracians were fierce warriors, but also highly accomplished artisans. Thracian tombs are characterised by intricate carving as well as fine jewellery and masks, and weaponry hewed from metals like copper and gold. Excavations near Kazanlâk have unearthed a brilliantly frescoed, 4th-century-BCE tomb, complete with a gold funerary mask, of an early Thracian ruler. It’s now a UNESCO World Heritage site and part of the nearby ‘Valley of Thracian Kings’.

3. Nesebâr (Bulgaria)

GREEK CITY STATES

From the 7th century BCE, Greek merchants seeking safe harbours and trade opportunities founded Black Sea ports all along the coast of today’s Bulgaria and Romania. Important Greek settlements in Bulgaria included Apollonia Pontica (modern-day Sozopol), Odessos (Varna), Krounoi/Dionysopolis (Balchik) and Pirgos (Burgas). Arguably, the most charming was the Dorian city-state of Mesembria, today’s Nesebâr. The ports exported wheat, fish and salt, while Greek pottery was traded for Thracian metalwork and jewellery. The Greeks avoided Bulgaria’s interior, being heavily outnumbered by Thracians, so few inland towns attest to Greek settlement. Still, the Greeks influenced Balkan culture, and the Bulgarian language retains many Greek words and names.
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4. Trajan’s Bridge, Drobeta-Turnu Severin (Romania)

WONDER OF THE WORLD

Remains of one of the greatest engineering marvels of antiquity can be found in the southern Romanian city of Drobeta-Turnu Severin. It was here from 103 to 105 CE where Roman emperor Trajan ordered construction of a 1100m arched bridge across the Danube River to supply the growing Roman colony of Drobeta and support efforts to subdue Romania’s indigenous Dacian tribes. Rome’s presence here proved to be relatively short-lived when, after increasing Goth attacks in 271 CE, Emperor Aurelian withdrew his legions south of the Danube. You can still see scattered foundations of the old bridge.

5. Ancient Roman Theatre, Plovdiv (Bulgaria)

ANCIENT SPLENDOUR

The Romans were also very active on the territory of today’s Bulgaria. Varna is home to the largest collection of Roman ruins, the Thermae complex, and the city’s archaeology museum is a must-see. It’s at Plovdiv (the former Roman city of Trimontium), though, where visitors can really visualise the extent of Rome’s influence. Plovdiv’s magnificent 1st-century CE Ancient Roman Theatre, built during the reign of Emperor Trajan, was uncovered during a freak landslide in 1972. It once held about 6000 spectators. It’s been restored and, incredibly, the amphitheatre still hosts special events and concerts.

6. Citadel, Sighişoara (Romania)

SAXON FORTRESS

Starting from around the 10th century, the Magyars (Hungarians) began to expand into Transylvania and formed a fragmented feudal system that was ruled over by a military class. By the 13th century, the area became an autonomous principality under the Hungarian crown. Following devastating Tatar raids on Transylvania in 1241 and 1242, King Bela IV of Hungary persuaded German Saxons around Luxembourg to settle and defend the area by offering free land and tax incentives. The Saxons built cities, fortified churches and fortresses across the region. Arguably, the most spectacular is the Citadel at Sighişoara.

7. Tsarevets Fortress, Veliko Târnovo (Bulgaria)

MEDIEVAL EMPIRE

The beautiful city of Veliko Târnovo (then known as Târnovgrad) served as Bulgaria’s capital following an uprising in 1185, when two aristocratic brothers, Asen and Petâr, finally cast off Byzantine rule and established what’s called the Second Bulgarian Kingdom. Tsar Ivan Asen I expanded Bulgaria’s borders and his diplomatically savvy son, Tsar Ivan Asen II (r 1218–41), became for a time southeastern Europe’s most powerful ruler. Veliko Târnovo prospered as an important cultural centre, and the city’s former influence can still be seen in the sheer size of Tsarevets Fortress.

8. Princely Court, Curtea de Argeş (Romania)

EARLIEST ROMANIA

The small town of Curtea de Argeş served as an early capital of Wallachia, the first Romanian principality and dubbed Ţara Românească (Romanian land). Stately ruins here mark the spot where the princely court once stood in the 13th and 14th centuries. The main sight is St Nicholas Church, which dates from the 14th century and the time of early ruler, Basarab I. Many of the frescoes are originals and merit close inspection. Look for a rare, valuable painting of a pregnant Mary dating from 1370. The church functioned as a necropolis and holds some 21 burial tombs, including that of early ruler Vladislav I Vlaicu.
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9. Rila Monastery (Bulgaria)

REPOSITORIES OF MEMORY

During the 14th century, the Ottoman Turks invaded the northern Balkans and quickly took possession of all of Bulgaria. They would go on to hold the territory for five centuries. When trying to understand the significance of Bulgaria’s monasteries, such as the magnificent Rila Monastery, it’s important to recall that these sanctuaries served as repositories for the country’s national, cultural and Christian identity. The monks carefully preserved the rituals, traditions and important manuscripts, keeping Bulgarian culture alive until it could re-emerge safely towards the end of the 19th century.

10. Painted Monasteries (Romania)

COLOURFUL FRESCOES

Moldavia’s great prince Ştefan cel Mare (Stephen the Great; r 1457–1504), during his lifetime, beat back Polish, Hungarian and Ottoman forces and did much to further Moldavia’s (and later by extension Romania’s) aspirations of statehood, but Ştefan is probably best remembered for leaving a legacy of brilliant, UNESCO-protected monasteries in the province of Bucovina. The kaleidoscope of colours and intricate details of the frescoes bring to life everything from biblical stories to the 15th-century siege of Constantinople. Frescoes like these were especially important as a teaching tool during a time when much of the population was still illiterate.

11. Koprivshtitsa Village (Bulgaria)

NATIONAL UPRISING

Behind tiny Koprivshtitsa’s colourful National Revival houses and babbling streams lurks a deceptively revolutionary spirit. This peaceful, touristy place was once the heart of Bulgaria’s epic struggle against the occupying Ottoman Turks. The Bulgarian freedom fighter Todor Kableshkov first declared an uprising against the Turks here on 20 April 1876 from the village’s Kalachev Bridge (also called ‘First Shot’ Bridge). That uprising prompted harsh reprisals from the Ottomans, which in turn dragged powers like Russia into the conflict on the side of the Bulgarians. With Russian forces only 50km from Istanbul, the Ottomans capitulated and finally recognised Bulgarian autonomy.

12. Peleş Castle, Sinaia (Romania)

ROMANIA’S FIRST KING

Romania achieved its independence in the mid-19th century, roughly around the same time as Bulgaria. In 1877, Romania finally freed itself permanently from the Ottoman Empire and in 1881 proclaimed itself a kingdom, with the Prussian royal Carol I as its first king. Romanians still look back on that early monarchy with great fondness, which may explain the enduring popularity of Peleş Castle. This neo-Renaissance masterpiece once served as Carol’s lavish summer home and speaks of the wealth and outsized aspirations of that early Romanian kingdom.

13. Aleksander Nevski Cathedral, Sofia (Bulgaria)

SYMBOL OF STATEHOOD

Sofia’s grand cathedral, which seemingly adorns every postcard, is not simply symbolic of the city itself but for all of Bulgaria and its epic struggle over the centuries to free itself from the Ottoman yoke. Construction of the church was begun in 1882, not long after Sofia became the capital (in 1879) of the newly independent Bulgaria. The church is named in honour of a 13th-century Russian warrior-prince and is meant to memorialise some 200,000 Russian soldiers who died fighting for Bulgaria’s independence during the Russo-Turkish War from 1877–78.

14. Palace of Parliament, Bucharest (Romania)

DICTATOR’S DREAMS

It would be hard to imagine a better representation of the sheer megalomania, folly and waste of resources that characterised the 25-year dictatorship of Nicolae Ceauşescu and his wife, Elena, than this gargantuan palace. Ceauşescu himself oversaw every aspect of the planning and construction of this building, down to tiny details like the width of the doors and size of the steps. The palace was part of an even grander scheme of his to remake much of southern Bucharest into his own image. Today, it’s home to Romania’s parliament, but the structure is so vast that many rooms still remain vacant.

15. Museum of the 1989 Revolution, Timişoara (Romania)

FIGHT FOR FREEDOM

Many people no doubt wrongly assume Romania’s anticommunist revolution that deposed dictator Ceauşescu and his wife started in Bucharest. But the spark that ignited Romania’s battle for freedom began in mid-December 1989 in Timişoara, after a local Hungarian reverend, László Tökés, publicly condemned the dictator from his pulpit. Though the police attempted to arrest demonstrating parishioners, the unrest soon spread across the city, leading to some 115 deaths. Within a matter of days, the entire country was liberated. Nicolae and Elena Ceauşescu were executed by firing squad on Christmas Day that year in the city of Târgoviște. Timişoara’s very good museum tells the story of those dramatic days.





MEET THE
ROMANIANS


Expect to be surprised, as are most first-time visitors, because under an apparently hard shell, Romanians exude a proud Latin spirit that is both generous and welcoming. MONICA SUMA introduces her people.
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MANY PEOPLE ARE surprised to find that Romanians are more Latin than Eastern European. Despite being largely bordered by Slavic neighbours, Romanians are primarily descended from Daco-Romans on the territory of ancient Dacia north of the Danube River, and speak a Romance language.

Notwithstanding Slavic influences, we resonate more with the Mediterranean. This is why most urban Romanians will easily speak three or four languages (English included), with the diasporas in countries like Italy and Spain so large. This Latin spirit does come with an inherited sprinkle of Balkan feistiness, best witnessed in traffic. Buckle up, as erratic driving and fast tempers should be expected. In vast and often chaotic Bucharest, they are guaranteed.

In Transylvania though, people are calmer, softer-spoken, more organised – something perhaps all Romanians should aspire to. It’s where we relax in the mountains, visit the striking castles and bask in our Saxon heritage. Moldavia and Bukovina are the most religious and traditional, while Dobrogea by the Black Sea displays Turkish, Tatar and Greek influences. Banat dazzles with its diverse, multifaith fabric, with vibrant Timișoara crowned as European Capital of Culture in 2023.

As a rule of thumb, every taxi driver you’ll meet is deeply discontented with the state of affairs. Heated debates may well ensue on your way to your destination. Roll with it, for giving ‘expert’ opinions and complaining on any given topic are part of our DNA. A hangover from the communism era that ended in 1989, optimism and taking initiative don’t come easy. Those who dare are often met with skepticism: surely there’s some hidden motive?

The ‘grass is greener’ syndrome is prevalent, even though our grass is abundantly green. A haven for ecotourism, and holding the last primal forests amidst the wilderness of the Carpathians, Romanians honour their connection to the land. The magic happens inside bucolic villages where everyone’s grandmother takes on mythical status. Beware, for the pile of borcane – glass jars containing homemade jams and veggie spreads – will grow almost imperceptibly once you befriend a Romanian family. The strong sense of identity is reinforced by old wives’ tales and folklore. (Vampires don’t stand a chance against that slight breeze that’s sure to give you a cold, even if it’s 38°C outside.) We excel at what we call haz de necaz: making fun of our own woes.

While remarkably progressive in tech talent and access to the digital world, Romanians remain staunchly religious. In fact, they are among the most devout Europeans – despite attendance waning and atheist numbers rising, some 73% profess to be Orthodox. Consider yourself warned as half the population celebrates their name day – traditionally one of two given names bears the name of a saint. The patron saint Andrei is popular, but so are Ioan, Mihail, Gavril, Constantin, Elena and Maria...the list and name variations, are endless.


I’M ROMANIAN, BUT ALSO A CITIZEN OF THE WORLD

I was born in northern Moldavia in the same town Nadia Comăneci hails from (remember that first perfect 10 in gymnastics?), but my family is neither too religious, nor agriculturally inclined. With each grandparent from a different region, I grew up in historic Bucharest surrounded by books, art and multiculturalism. I’m an odd Romanian, one may say. My family takes pride in the unique heritage of Romania, without being particularly folklore-abiding. Rather, looking outwards onto the world, we have cultivated a life of travel.

My parents met on a trip to Moscow at a time when from communist Romania, the Eastern bloc was the only area you could travel to. An English teacher, it was after the fall of communism in 1990 that my mother was able to travel to the United States for the first time – where I would end up becoming a New Yorker 25 years later. I’ve moved all over since then, and so has my family. A bit like the story of the country too: from darkness into the light and freedom.







MEET THE
BULGARIANS


Due to their turbulent history, Bulgarian people are not the most welcoming at first glance. But once you get to know them, they will show you what true friendship really means. MARIA STOYANOVA introduces her people.
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BULGARIA HAS ALWAYS been on the verge between the West and the East which creates two seemingly opposite worlds inside one country. It’s been only a little over 30 years since the communist regime fell and the country opened up to the world. You’ll often hear ‘merci’ and ‘ciao’ being used by everyone. Even though the older generation is still more conservative in their thinking, the younger people are extremely innovative, open-minded and creative. The startup and tech worlds are becoming bigger and better.

Slowly but surely, Bulgaria is becoming more and more of an international hub. You’ll meet foreigners everywhere in Sofia and other big cities. The rift between old and new can be seen in the architecture, too – modern buildings and high tech solutions live in cheek-by-jowl with old communist-style apartment blocks.

There’s one thing all Bulgarians have in common thought: they can’t hide how they feel about you – if they like you, you’ll know; if they don’t, you’ll know it very well. That’s the beauty of being surrounded by genuine people.

If you are lucky enough to make a Bulgarian friend, they’ll go above and beyond to show you why their country is ‘the best’. To speed up the process, you can fit in among Bulgarians with a few very simple rules. Always, always, praise Bulgarian yoghurt, the Cyrillic alphabet, Bulgarian roses, and how the best food you’ve eaten was in Bulgaria (even though you know that all Balkan food is pretty similar).

Who & How Many?

The Bulgarian population is 6.4 million. Most of them (84%) are Bulgarians, while 8% of the population is Turkish/Balkan Gagauz. There are 1.1 million Bulgarians living abroad, most of whom live in European Union countries like Germany, Spain,and Greece.

Never give an even number of flowers to anyone – that’s only for funerals. Pretend to spit on a newborn when you see it for the first time to protect it from evil spirits. Spill a glass of water and walk over it before an important event. These superstitions are deeply ingrained in every Bulgarian – just sit down and watch for a minute, and soon enough you’ll see someone spitting in their bosom when they get startled.

Bulgarians are true Balkan people – they know how to have fun, especially on their so-called name days. Everyone in the country has at least one name day. These celebrations are often bigger than one’s birthday. To make it even more fun, you don’t need an invitation for a name day party – you just show up in your Bulgarian friend’s house without even asking and they have no choice but to welcome you with open arms.

Bulgarian people are tough – they work hard and they’ve been through a lot. So don’t take it personally if they seem grumpy at first. Praise their cheese and let things settle. Because once you make a Bulgarian friend, you know you have a friend for life.


LIVING THE BULGARIAN DREAM

I grew up in a very small town near the border with Romania. From a young age, I have always been curious about what’s ‘out there’. I studied Tourism and got my PhD in Sofia. After living in several countries such as Spain, Netherlands and Slovenia, and travelling over the world, I started realising more and more how amazing life in Bulgaria actually is.

Just like the country itself, I was straddling two worlds. Luckily, a few years ago I found a place in Bulgaria where I have the best of both lifestyles – a vibrant international community in a comfortable Bulgarian setting. It’s a small mountain town called Bansko, full of hundreds of expats and digital nomads, where I get to enjoy the outdoors and see how foreigners experience Bulgaria on a daily basis. I get to snowboard in winter and travel around the world in summer. What more can you ask for?







THE BULGARIAN
ORACLE


Promoted by the communist regime, the cult of a blind seer has made an impact far beyond Bulgaria. By Leonid Ragozin
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A HUNDRED YEARS AGO, a peasant girl in what is now Northern Macedonia got caught up in a tornado. Her eyes were damaged by whirling sand and she caught an infection that rendered her blind. But then she started seeing things – the past, the future and the course of human lives. So goes the opening passage of the official story of Baba Vanga (born Vangeliya Gushterova) – a soothsayer, a self-appointed saint, a living deity for her adherents and a tool of the Antichrist for the Orthodox Church.

For millions of people, especially in Russia and other ex-Soviet countries, Vanga is the most famous Bulgarian ever or – to be more precise – the only Bulgarian they’ve ever heard of. She is alleged to have predicted multiple wars and catastrophic events as well as the timing and the nature of the deaths of various celebrities, including those of Bulgarian Tsar Boris III, Joseph Stalin and Princess Diana.

Baba Vanga’s cult grew during the late communist period under the patronage of Lyudmila Zhivkova. While showing little interest in her father’s official ideology, Marxism-Leninism, the eccentric daughter of the Bulgarian leader Todor Zhivkov was engrossed in the esoteric teachings of Russian mystics Yelena Blavatsky and Nikolay Rerikh.

Zhivkova established Baba Vanga as a state-run business, with foreign visitors paying for an audience with the Bulgarian oracle, who was allegedly fed with personal information about them by secret services. In 1971, the Bulgarian state set up the Institute of Suggestology, which studied paranormal phenomenon and had an office in Baba Vanga’s village of Rupite.

Vanga’s Prophesies

As the communist system was creaking at the seams in the 1980s, a number of Soviet journalists and other dignitaries visited Baba Vanga, some of them eventually becoming her apostles by conveying her prophesies, alleged or real, to their audiences of millions. These conveniently included one on the rise of a ‘Vladimir’ and another on Russia’s future alliance with China and India. Many of these prophesies were ‘uncovered’ long after Baba Vanga’s death in 1996, fitting neatly into current political narratives.

In 2016, the authoritative Krongauz dictionary of Russian online lingo included a new verb born in depths of the internet: vangovat – an ironic way of saying ‘to predict’. The word became particularly widespread in the course of the Russo-Ukrainian war, with its notoriously unpredictable twists and turns. It happened simultaneously on both sides of the frontline and in both languages.

Historians Mary Neuburger and Adam Hanzel at the University of Texas at Austin begin an article on the phenomenon of Vanga by describing a recording of a telephone call, purportedly between a Russian soldier and his wife, in which the latter begs her husband to come back because ‘Vanga predicted it would all last till 2024’. The recording was circulated by Ukraine’s military intelligence in 2022, so its authenticity is unclear. What’s more important is how it is being used. Neuburger and Hanzel explain that Baba Vanga, via the Russian wife, is a medium for the message that Russian soldiers should return home. Why would the Ukrainian military believe this kind of propaganda would work? Because she is a heavyweight authority, competing in the market of ‘truth’ with professional experts in a ‘post-truth’ world. But the historians go even further by giving the term ‘post-truth’ an additional dimension – the ‘truth’ of social-media posts, the very medium through which Baba Vanga’s prophecies are being circulated today by esoteric types, clickbait entrepreneurs and state-run information-war outfits.

WHEN OLD TEMPLES FALL, SOME LOOK FOR NEW RELIGIONS THAT ARE BEING PEDDLED TO THEM BY PEOPLE OF VARYING PERSONAL AND INTELLECTUAL DECENCY.

New Religions

I grew up in Moscow in the 1980s and went to school there, where there were many Bulgarian students at it was located right next to the Bulgarian Embassy. My first acquaintance with Sunny Beach was in the form of the eponymous brandy brought by classmates from the embassy for our supposedly alcohol-free graduation party, which happened during Gorbachev’s campaign against alcohol.

In those times of turmoil and change, Baba Vanga’s omnipresence was more than tangible. She was looking at (or rather into) us from TV screens and the front pages of newspapers, the stories of her prophecies rubbing shoulders with news of the fall of the Berlin Wall, the enormous pro-democracy rallies in Moscow and the eventual collapse of the USSR.

A plethora of Soviet psychics emerged who strove to emulate Baba Vanga’s success – Dzhuna Davitashvili, who claimed she could cure cancer, Allan Chumak, who ‘charged’ water in glass jars with positive energy by staring at them silently from TV screens, and Aleksandr Kashpirovsky, who ‘healed’ people of all sorts of ailments primarily by making intimidating grimaces.

One day on a school excursion to Kolomenskoye Park in Moscow, we came upon a ravine with a spring and some whimsically shaped stones. There were multicoloured cloth stripes hanging on the trees, while the stones were adorned with artificial flowers, Buddha statues, dancing Shiva images, some icons and in the very centre, a photograph of Baba Vanga. I later learned that the ravine was believed by locals to be the exact place where St George slew the dragon and the stones represented the head and the intestine of the saint’s heroic horse who fell in the battle. But what’s important is the central place Baba Vanga held in this pantheon of cults that came to replace the Soviet version of Marxist quasi-religion, with its apostles, saints and holy ashes in the Red Square mausoleum.

People can’t live in a spiritual vacuum, so when old temples fall, some look for new religions that are being peddled to them by people of varying personal and intellectual decency. Inevitably it all gets intertwined with politics and the new deities start interspersing their emotionally charged narrative, conveyed through self-appointed apostles, with odd political messages. An ancient pattern – one of those, it may be said, that makes our world go round.





MONUMENTS
OF CONTENTION


Bulgaria has a monumental Russia problem. How to deal with history that’s suddenly excessively controversial?
By Leonid Ragozin
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AS WE WALK into the garden surrounding St Michael the Archangel Church in Varna, our guide sounds apologetic: ‘So here is a monument that is controversial in the current circumstances’. The monument depicts a Bulgarian peasant girl giving flowers to a whiskered Russian imperial officer. It happens to be an artistic rendering of a scene that took place in real life. In 1878, the citizens of Varna gathered here to greet Russian troops that liberated Bulgaria from the rule of the Ottomans. But our excursion took place while Russia was waging a war of aggression in Ukraine. On that day, Russian missiles hit the Ukrainian river port of Reni, 300km away from Varna.

Bulgarian cityscapes are dotted with war monuments, some of outstanding artistic value, though it feels excessive even by the standards of war-obsessed Eastern and Central Europe. A significant number of these are related to Russia. It’s no wonder – Russia was the midwife of modern Bulgaria. In 1877, Russian troops crossed the Danube and in less than a year liberated the country from the Ottomans. Tsar Aleksandr II was on the frontline and accepted the capitulation of Field Marshal Osman-Pasha in the key battle at Pleven. This is why the most opulent street in Sofia is called Tsar Liberator Ave and an equestrian statue of Aleksandr II stands in the middle of it. For the same reason, Sofia’s grandest cathedral is named after Russian warrior prince Aleksandr Nevsky and dedicated to the tens of thousands of Russian soldiers who perished in that war.
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OUR EXCURSION TOOK PLACE WHILE RUSSIA WAS WAGING A WAR OF AGGRESSION IN UKRAINE. ON THAT DAY, RUSSIAN MISSILES HIT THE UKRAINIAN RIVER PORT OF RENI.

Did Russia have an ulterior, imperialist motive behind its drive to liberate the oppressed Christians in southeastern Europe? You bet. It was officially an empire after all. The Russian government pursued the strategic goal of controlling the Black Sea straits as well as the messianic goal of ‘liberating Constantinople’ from the Turks, who had been in control for four centuries by that time. In the spirit of medieval crusaders, Russian troops marched into the suburbs of the great city and were only prevented from besieging it by pressure from Western powers.

Were Russian soldiers and officers, as well as the royals, also driven by the noble motive of liberating nations from oppression? But of course. The cause of helping suffering Christians united pro-Western and nationalist Russians. Thousands of volunteers poured into the Balkans to fight the Turks long before the army arrived.

When Anna Karenina, the character in Leo Tolstoy’s eponymous novel, throws herself under the train, her distraught lover Vronsky heads to the Balkans to fight the Turks. Why? Because the whole world was on the side of the Bulgarians and their Russian liberators at the time. That happened to a large extent thanks to the coverage of Turkish atrocities in the areas affected by the Bulgarian uprising against the Turks by American journalist Januarius MacGahan, who wrote for the British newspaper Daily News. Charles Darwin and Oscar Wilde voiced their support.

British opposition leader William Gladstone turned the plight of Bulgarians into a political cause célèbre, eventually forcing Prime Minister Disraeli to drop the British government’s support of Türkiye. This was significant because just 12 years earlier a British-French-Ottoman coalition had defeated the Russians in the Crimean War. The very definition of ‘the Russians’ was quite different at the time, however, due to the empire’s geography. The History Museum in Pleven displays uniforms of Finnish soldiers who fought on the Russian side, as did numerous Poles, Balts and Ukrainians.

Bulgarian monuments teach us not to look at everything through the lens of contemporary politics and not to think about nations – an ill-defined abstract term in itself – as something static, with inherent characteristics. Rather, it is a lesson in variability and the convoluted, nonlinear nature of history and politics.





THE ROMANIAN BLOUSE:
AN EVOLUTION


How fashion designers, artists and digital innovators have taken the emblematic peasant shirt to new heights. By Monica Suma
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LIKE ANY GOOD Carpathian tale, it starts with a yarn from folklore, and a simple needle and thread. The story of the Romanian blouse began the old-fashioned way, with village women handcrafting clothing to wear on celebration days, imbuing love and ingenuity into a unique garment known as an ie. Whose would be the most admired and stand out from the rest?

Each blouse’s traditional motifs and rich patterns would tell a story of the region it was from and the age and status of the wearer. Sourcing all that was needed from nature, the wide-sleeved shirts were once made using natural fibres such as flax, hemp and floss silk; today, they are mainly made from cotton. The practice of altiţă (embroidery on the shoulder) developed within tight-knit communities and altiţă evolved in such a way that the precious ornamentation can either be subdued in colour or exuberantly vibrant.

It’s the exquisite needlework, a generational craft reserved solely for women, that distinguishes one blouse from another. Done entirely by hand, the art of the embroidery was added to the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage list in 2022, as an indisputable element of cultural identity.

A Symbol of Romanian Culture

Throughout time, the national Romanian costume has been worn by peasants, artists and royalty alike. English-born Queen Marie of Romania was one of its biggest promoters, proudly wearing and photographed time and time again in the national dress she so adored. Musical icon Maria Tănase, frequently likened to Edith Piaf in France or Amália Rodrigues in Portugal due to her importance and style of music, was another ambassador for the blouse, wearing it all over the world.

In essence, the ie has become a leitmotif, a celebration of one’s heritage at important moments (weddings, folk festivities and so on). The significance of the ie can be likened to George Enescu’s hugely popular Romanian Rhapsody No 1, wherein the ebullient orchestra brings the folk tunes he grew up hearing as a child to the forefront of the imagination, evoking a hora – the traditional circle dance. Often played on Tarom (the national airline carrier) flights, the acclaimed piece by the most-celebrated composer in Romania’s history, an ode to village life and its folklore, never fails to raise goosebumps. Similarly, it’s the peasant women often depicted in the artwork of Nicolae Grigorescu – widely considered to be the national painter of Romania for his portrayal of the country’s bucolic ethos – that continue to shine a light on the value of our national dress.

La Blouse Roumaine

Inspired by a collection of blouses gifted to him by Romanian painter Theodor Pallady, in 1940 Expressionist Henri Matisse unveiled the famed oil-on-canvas La Blouse Roumaine, now on display at the Musée National d’Art Moderne in Paris, as well as The Dream. Both works depict women dressed in the intricately ornamented shirts that piqued Matisse’s interest. The painting gave rise to a cultural movement initiated by Andreea Tănăsescu 10 years ago, La Blouse Roumaine, an NGO with a large online following promoting the preservation of the textile’s heritage. Thanks to its efforts, the Universal Day of the Romanian Blouse is marked every year on June 24, coinciding with the Midsummer Day good fairies (Sânziene) and the Nativity of St John the Baptist.

And then came the supermodels. Yves Saint Laurent first introduced the blouse to haute couture in 1981, and the image of Laetitia Casta as a bride modelling a white Romanian-inspired blouse in his 1999 show remains a striking classic. A slew of international designers followed suit, leading to several controversies over cultural appropriation.

As Romania’s creative industries have greatly expanded in recent years, new brands, inspired by tradition and infusing a contemporary take on old-world heritage, have burgeoned. Young designers have redefined styles, introducing bolder shapes, bright streetwear, and futuristic designs – embracing the past while looking towards the future.
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La Blouse Roumaine, Henri Mattise (1940) | ALBUM/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©
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The Dream, Henri Matisse (1940) | CLASSICPAINTINGS/ALAMY STOCK PHOTOT ©

MORE THAN A SIMPLE TRADITIONAL ITEM OF CLOTHING, THE IE IS ONE OF THE BEST-KNOWN SYMBOLS OF ROMANIAN CULTURE
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Contemporary fashion | MIHAI POPA - TRAVEL/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

Pushing Boundaries in Digital Times

Art studios such as AMC are embarking on a ‘digital meets traditional’ approach – recreating Romanian folk attire in 3D, fusing the revered artistry with digital innovation and reviving a classic in a world where the two forms now coexist. A design lab operating at the intersection of fashion, art and technology founded by award-winning designer Lana Dumitru and architect Vlad Tenu, Foraeva Studio (@foraeva_studio) works at bridging eras with its ‘Heritage Recoded’ collections that rewrite the visual patterns traditionally sewn into fabric, by using 3D printing and AI-generated designs. These studios represent a cultural evolution in step with the rapidly evolving digital age.

And they are not alone. Romanian sculptor Constantin Brâncuși’s legacy as a pioneer of modernism continues to materialise in fashion shows and new concept stores like ESHTE, whether it’s honouring his renowned Endless Column or Bird in Space. Bringing out the glamour in versatile, sophisticated designs and accessories, IE Clothing makes a point of its love for folklore. Through his urban ie and forward-thinking ancestral and kaftan dresses, Adrian Oianu promotes an identity fashion design focused on Romanian values. Meanwhile, Ami Amalia’s luxury knitwear boutique brand has become an exclusive favourite in the sustainable, slow-fashion world for its exquisite Romanian blouse collection.

Romanian diplomat Mircea Maliţa once referred to the Romanian traditional costume as being a monument, and much more than a mere piece of ethnic clothing. He likened its status to the Egyptian pyramids, French cathedrals or Dutch dams. And he was right. More than a simple traditional item of clothing, the ie is one of the best-known symbols of Romanian culture, with its roots deep in folklore and village life. As its popularity has steadily grown worldwide, and it’s coveted by tourists and museums alike, so has the threat of mass production and poor replicas.

Thus, safeguarding the traditional ie becomes synonymous with passing on heirloom jewellery. You treasure it, as it embodies authenticity and marks a unique place in history. It speaks to your sense of identity. And no matter the countless modern-day iterations it will continue to inspire, the Romanian blouse will remain what it always has been – timeless.





THE BRILLIANCE
OF ROMANIAN CINEMA


Romanian film hasn’t traditionally commanded worldwide attention, but that’s changed in a big way in the past 20 years with the emergence of a brilliant, younger generation of directors making films in a style that’s come to be known as the New Romanian Cinema. By Mark Baker
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Death of Mr Lăzărescu (2005) | EVERETT COLLECTION INC/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

WHILE THE FILMS differ greatly in theme, they share a low-budget, low-key, hyper-realistic aesthetic that feels daring and refreshing at a time when much of world cinema, led by Hollywood, has become dominated by big-budget blockbusters and comic-book movies. These days, Romanian filmmakers are usually odds-on favourites for top awards at the prestigious Cannes and Berlin film festivals.

In past decades, Central and Eastern Europe had often served as fertile ground for cutting-edge cinema. In the 1960s, Czech and Polish directors like Miloš Forman, Krzysztof Kieślowski and others drew on pathos and humour to reveal the larger human truths about life behind the Iron Curtain. After the 1989 fall of communism, though, filmmakers in these countries sometimes struggled to find a coherent voice to articulate the new political and economic realities.

Romania’s Moment

Starting in the early 2000s, ground-breaking Romanian directors like Cristi Puiu and Cristian Mungiu stepped in to fill this void and began making films that consciously embraced the bleak physical and moral landscapes left over from the brutal communist-era Ceauşescu dictatorship. They crafted deceptively simple yet intricate stories involving everyday Romanians who somehow found themselves caught up in the country’s rapid, inconsistent post-communist transformation process. The best of these films tell not just highly entertaining yarns but reveal a shady overlap between the new realities and the surviving structures and attitudes of the old regime.

Puiu is considered the father of this new wave. His early film Stuff and Dough (2001), a road-trip movie in which three likable young people find themselves inadvertently working for an organised crime ring, set a low-key, gritty visual aesthetic that survives to this day. Puiu’s Death of Mr Lăzărescu, in 2005, tenderly revealed the inequities of the country’s dysfunctional health care system. Puiu went on to win a prize at Cannes for young and upcoming directors.

Global Sensation

In 2007, Cristian Mungiu’s film 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days became an international sensation. Set in Ceauşescu-era Romania in the 1980s, the film exposed the regime’s hypocrisy for espousing family values while at the same time pushing vulnerable, pregnant women into the highly risky world of backstreet abortions. What elevated the film into art was its deft focus on the fraying friendship between the two main female characters, portrayed with sensitivity and humour. It won the Palme d’Or at Cannes that year for best film.

Mungiu has since followed up with a series of excellent, unsparing movies, including Beyond the Hills (2012), Graduation (2016) and R.M.N (2022). Graduation may be Mungiu’s most accomplished work – the story of a father’s overriding desire for his daughter to study abroad and the problems this inevitably causes. Here, Mungiu grapples with the bigger philosophical question of what constitutes success in life: what you achieve or how you got there in the first place?

Best-Known Directors & Films

Other noteworthy directors working in this style include Corneliu Porumboiu, Radu Muntean, Radu Jude, Ana Lungu, Adina Pintilie and Călin Peter Netzer, among others. While these filmmakers would certainly push back on any notion they’re part of some cohesive group, they all employ similar techniques to achieve a feeling of objectivity or authenticity in their films. These techniques include using long camera takes and unhurried dialogue to engender a sense of voyeurism in the viewer. The settings are often uncommonly bleak to heighten the feeling of realism or to maintain the focus solely on the characters and their stories.

It would be impossible to list all the best films, but some to look for on streaming services or to download include: Police, Adjective (Corneliu Porumboiu, 2009), Tuesday, after Christmas (Radu Muntean, 2010), California Dreaming (Cristian Nemescu, 2007), Child’s Pose (Călin Peter Netzer, 2013), Bad Luck Banging or Loony Porn (Radu Jude, 2021) and Touch Me Not (Adina Pintilie, 2018).

A Wider Range of Topics

As the new wave has evolved, filmmakers have embraced a wider range of themes and topics. Director Radu Jude made his debut in 2009 with a classic, bittersweet comedy, The Happiest Girl in the World. In that film, a small-town girl wins a car in a contest run by a soft-drink company and things don’t exactly follow according to plan. In more recent years, he’s branched out to more serious subjects, including his controversial I Do Not Care if We Go Down in History as Barbarians’ in 2018. That film touched on a taboo of Romanian public discourse: the country’s role in the Holocaust – as an ally of Nazi Germany – during the 1941 massacre in Odesa. Tens of thousands of people, mostly Jews, died in the massacre.

Mungiu’s most recent-film, R.M.N. deftly confronts the thorny issue of immigration and the rise of populism as residents of a small Transylvanian town protest plans by a local bread company to bring in guest workers from Sri Lanka. Mungiu chose to set the film in a part of country with significant populations of ethnic Hungarians, and touches on another controversial subject: the fragile, often fraught relationship between ethnic Romanians and Hungarians.

The Colectiv Nightclub Fire

Romania’s best-known film in recent years, the documentary Collective (2019), is not strictly part of this new cinema but nevertheless shares much in common thematically with those films – including a fierce examination of official corruption that traces its roots back to the Ceauşescu era.

Collective uses the tragic 2015 Bucharest Colectiv nightclub fire that led to the deaths of more than 60 people as the starting point to expose corrupt practices at all levels. A crack group of investigative journalists looks into the fact that 38 survivors of the fire went on to die in hospital and uncovers a high-level, mob-run scheme to supply hospitals with diluted disinfectants. The film garnered two Academy Award nominations – for best documentary and best international feature – but didn’t win in either category. Whatever, it’s arguably one of the most engaging documentary films of recent years.
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“Climbing the 145 steps up Bucharest’s very own Triumphal Arch is the closest thing to a picture-perfect panorama over the capital, Parisian style.”
MONICA SUMA
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“Sitting in a theater that is 2000 years old blows your mind, right up until you remember that the town itself is 8000 years old!”
JASON LEE

“The first time I caught the bus from Koprivshtitsa station to Koprivshtitsa village the only other passenger was a duckling sitting on a sheet of newspaper. I didn’t notice where the duckling got off.”
JONATHAN BOUSFIELD
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Maramures
THE LAND THAT TIME FORGOT

Maramures oozes rural charm. Perhaps
nowhere else in Europe do the locals hold
so fast to inherited traditions, folk costumes
and their age-old, intricately carved wooden
gates. The solemn, dignified wooden churches
here date back seven centuries. Beyond the
villages, flocks of sheep and goats graze the
valleys and rolling hills.

Maramures

Transylvania

Crisana
& Banat

Crisana & Banat
CROSSROADS OF CULTURES

Lively, multicultural Timisoara, the EU's
cultural capital in 2023, and magnificent
Oradea, with its clutch of spectacular
Art Nouveau buildings, remain badly
underrated. Natural parks south of
Timisoara and east of Oradea, offer endless
hikes and climbs. The Apuseni Mountains
feature limestone caves hiding the remains
of ancient bears and glacial ice.

Transylvania
MOUNTAINS, MYSTERY AND HISTORY

Sure, Transylvania's forested valleys
and turreted castles will satisfy vampire
tourists. World-famous Bran Castle and

dramatic Corvin Castle spring straight from
the pages of a Gothic horror novel. But
there's much more here: old Saxon towns,
fortified churches and timeless villages. The
country’s highest mountains entice hikers
and nature-lovers from around Europe.

Wallachia

Wallachia

SEAT OF EARLY ROMANIAN PRINCES

Head to Wallachia, the sunbaked province
between the Carpathians and the Danube, to
see where the earliest leaders, in the late Middle
Ages, defended their realms. One prince stands
out: Vlad Tepes, aka ‘Vlad the Impaler’. History
here goes much further back, to the Romans and

their epic struggles with the indigenous Dacians.

Moldavia &
the Bucovina
Monasteries

ROMANIA’'S CULTURAL
AND RELIGIOUS ROOTS

The historic lands east of the Carpathians
brim with churches, forts and old princely
courts that speak of epic struggles
between the old Moldavian state and
Ottoman Turks. Out of this violence
sprang art in the form of beautifully

Moldavia painted Orthodox monasteries. Framing
& the Bucovina this splendour, the mountains are laced
Monasteries with rugged trails.
The Danube
BUCHAREST
Delta & Black
o Sea Coast
The Danube Delta &
Black Sea Coast
PEACEFUL DELTA,
RAUCOUS BEACHES

The sprawling Danube delta,

Bucharest where the river enters the Black

FROM LITTLE PARIS TO
SPRAWLING METROPOLIS
Romania's capital is undeniably vibrant. Feel
itin the non-stop traffic that races through
the centre, or find it in an ever-changing mix of
cutting-edge clubs, coffee shops, restaurants
and boutiques. Away from the excitement,
Bucharest's parks are uncommonly elegant.
Grand, 19th-century villas, some gleaming,
others crumbling, catch the eye at every turn.

Sea, features never-ending water
channels, canals and riverbeds
as well as remote fishing villages,
stretches of deserted coast and
sanctuaries for migrating birds. The
mood shifts abruptly as you move
southwards. Crowded beach resorts
extend south to the Bulgarian border.
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