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Breezing through the Balkans

Consider this a ‘greatest hits’ of the Western Balkans, taking in a slice of each of the 
eight countries featured. It can easily be tackled on public transport, although a car will 
give you more flexibility for exploring the extraordinary countryside along the way.

Start by city-hopping through four of the capitals: Ljubljana in Slovenia, Zagreb 
in Croatia, Belgrade in Serbia and Sarajevo in Bosnia. While the first two are cute, 
mid-sized, Central European cities, Sarajevo’s fascinating cultural fusion lets you know 
that you’re on the east side, while Belgrade is a hub of history, culture and late-night 
hedonism.

Stop to take a look at the famous bridge in Mostar on your way to the ancient walled 
city of Dubrovnik, then hop across the Croatia–Montenegro border to its ‘mini me’ Ko-
tor. From here you can take an extraordinary drive via Budva, Podgorica, the breathtak-
ing Morača Canyon and through the mountains to historic Prizren in Kosovo.

Continue on to North Macedonia, and spend a night amid the old-world architecture 
of Ohrid on the shores of the eponymous lake. Cross into Albania to experience the wild 
colours of the vibrant capital, Tirana.

2 
WEEKS
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This itinerary traces a leisurely path along arguably the Mediterranean’s most spectacu-
lar coastline, from the Adriatic Sea all the way to the Ionian. An extensive network of 
ferries and buses makes car-free travel a breeze.

Spend your first week exploring the Istrian peninsula, starting in pretty Piran, the 
main attraction of Slovenia’s tiny slice of coast. Cross the border into Croatia and head to 
Poreč, where an extraordinary Byzantine basilica awaits. Continue on to the gorgeous 
old town of Rovinj and the ancient city of Pula, replete with Roman ruins. Be sure to 
take day trips into the interior to visit Istria’s historic hill towns and to experience its 
exemplary cuisine. The best beach is in Rabac, on Istria’s east coast; stop for a swim 
before heading up to the shabby but interesting city of Rijeka.

Set aside your second week for exploring Dalmatia but, before you do, detour to Plit-
vice Lakes National Park to witness its famed waterfalls. Plunge down to Zadar and 
wander through the slippery marble streets of the old town. Keep cruising the coast to 
the sun-kissed city of Split, home to Diocletian’s Palace and gateway to the Dalmatian 
islands. After a couple of days on party- and beach-loving Hvar Island, hop over to 
Korčula Town on the island of the same name. This picturesque little fortified town is 
a taster for the main course, the famous walled city of Dubrovnik.

Start your third week by crossing into Montenegro and driving around the extraordi-
narily beautiful Bay of Kotor. Take a look at palazzo-packed Perast and then press on to 
the fortified old town of Kotor for a couple of days. As you continue down the coast, stop 
for a quick look at the still-charming walled town of otherwise-overdeveloped Budva 
and pause along the highway for the obligatory photo of the fortified island village of 
Sveti Stefan. Stop for the night in buzzy Ulcinj before crossing the border into Albania 
and following the coast as the sea switches from the Adriatic to the Ionian. Spend your 
last two nights on the Albanian Riviera, making sure to visit Gjipe Beach and the an-
cient ruins of Butrint.

3 
WEEKS
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TIRANA

Plitvice Lakes
National Park

Cruising the Coast
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Top: Old Town 
city walls (p197), 

Dubrovnik, Croatia, 
Bottom: Mosaic, 

National History 
Muesum (p53), Tirana, 

Albania
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Top: Trg Republike, 
Belgrade (p325), 
Serbia
Bottom: Partisan 
Memorial (by sculptors 
Miodrag Živković and 
Ranko Radović; p108), 
Sutjeska National Park, 
Bosnia & Hercegovina
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Wend your way around the western edge of 
the Balkans through Slovenia, Croatia and 
Bosnia and Hercegovina. Along the way 
you’ll take in spectacular mountains, coast, 
rivers and waterfalls, plus ancient Roman, 
Venetian, Austrian and Ottoman towns.

Start at glorious Lake Bled before 
delving into the art nouveau delights of 
Ljubljana. Visit the Škocjan Caves and 
then hit the coast at picturesque Piran. 
Journey across the Croatian border to the 
glamorous seaside town of Rovinj. On the 
next leg you’ll edge past interesting Pazin, 
Opatija and Rijeka en route to the extraor-
dinary Plitvice Lakes National Park. 
From here, it’s a breeze to duck across the 
Bosnian border to Bihać, gateway to the 
waterfalls of Una National Park.

Cross back into Croatia and continue 
on to Zadar, a walled coastal city with a 
profusion of Roman remains. There’s more 
of ancient Rome to be spotted in Split. 
From here, venture back into the heart of 
Bosnia to visit the charming Ottoman town 
of Jajce. More Ottoman architecture can 
be seen in Mostar, including its signature 
bridge. Press on to Trebinje, a pleasant 
little place with a walled riverside old town.
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West Side Glory

This itinerary traces a ring through Alba-
nia, Kosovo and North Macedonia and can 
be commenced from any of the three capi-
tal cities and tackled in either direction.

Allocate a couple of days to Tirana, the 
kooky Albanian capital. Take the pictur-
esque journey north to remote Theth Na-
tional Park. Double back to the historic 
city of Shkodra and then cut east to Ko-
sovo. Just across the border, Prizren has 
a historic core and is a good base for hikes 
in the nearby Shar National Park. The 
capital, Pristina, is not as pretty but it has 
an enticing atmosphere all of its own.

Continue south and cross into North 
Macedonia. The capital Skopje contrasts 
wonderful socialist modernist architecture 
with a recent, much-derided, neoclassi-
cal makeover. From here, beat a path to 
mountainous Mavrovo National Park. 
Continue on to Ohrid, a highlight not just 
of North Macedonia, but of this eastern 
edge of the region. Follow the eastern 
shore of Lake Ohrid to the Albanian bor-
der, pausing to visit the imposing Sveti 
Naum Monastery along the way. Back in 
Albania, head to the Ottoman-era town of 
Berat and the coastal resort of Durrës.
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An Eastern Circuit
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Missing image: ../../../_images/07-off-the-beaten-track-wba3-lhs.pdf.

4
4

44
4

4
4

4
4

44
4

4
4

4
44

4
44

4
4

44
4

4
4

4
4

4
4

4
4

Cr
oa

tia
’s

 Is
tr

ia
 re

gi
on

 h
as

 m
an

y 
go

rg
eo

us
 w

al
le

d 
hi

llt
op

 to
wn

s,
 b

ut
 

wh
at

’s
 p

ar
tic

ul
ar

ly
 c

ha
rm

in
g 

ab
ou

t 
Hu

m
 is

 it
s t

in
y 

si
ze

 (b
as

ic
al

ly
 o

ne
 

st
re

et
) a

nd
 tu

ck
ed

-a
wa

y 
lo

ca
tio

n.
 

(p
15

7)
  

H
U

M
Hi

dd
en

 w
ith

in
 th

e 
sl

ov
en

ia
n 

Ka
rs

t 
re

gi
on

, t
hi

s p
ic

tu
re

sq
ue

 lit
tle

 vi
lla

ge
 

is
 m

os
t k

no
wn

 fo
r t

he
 D

an
ce

 o
f D

ea
th

 
fr

es
co

 in
 it

s v
en

er
ab

le
 p

ar
is

h 
ch

ur
ch

. 
(p

41
0)

H
RA

ST
O

VL
JE

Bo
sn

ia
 h

as
 m

an
y 

wo
nd

er
fu

l 
wa

te
rf

al
ls

, a
nd

 w
hi

le
 th

es
e 

ca
sc

ad
es

 
ar

e 
fa

r f
ro

m
 th

e 
bi

gg
es

t, 
th

ey
 a

re
 

ex
tr

em
el

y 
pr

et
ty

; t
he

y’
re

 tu
ck

ed
 a

wa
y 

in
 th

e 
Vr

ba
s r

iv
er

 va
lle

y,
 b

et
we

en
 

Ba
nj

a 
Lu

ka
 a

nd
 Ja

jc
e.

 (p
12

4)
  

K
RU

PA
 W

AT
ER

FA
LL

S

Cr
ea

te
d 

by
 e

ro
si

on
 in

 th
e 

Vr
at

na
 r

iv
er

 
ca

ny
on

, t
he

se
 th

re
e 

gi
ga

nt
ic

 st
on

e 
ar

ch
es

 in
 s

er
bi

a’
s r

em
ot

e 
ne

go
tin

 
re

gi
on

 m
ak

e 
fo

r e
xc

el
le

nt
 h

ik
in

g;
 th

e 
le

as
t a

cc
es

si
bl

e 
‘g

at
e’

 is
 a

ls
o 

th
e 

m
os

t i
m

pr
es

si
ve

. (
p3

62
)  

VR
AT

N
A 

G
AT

ES

#_

#_

#•

#_

#_

#•

#•

#•

#_
#•

#_

#_

#•

#•

#•

#_

#•

#•

#•#•

#•
#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#æ

#æ

M
tT

ri
gl

av

TR
A

N
SY

LV
A

N
IA

C
R

O
AT

IA

S
ER

B
IA

B
U

LG
A

R
IA

B
O

S
N

IA
&

H
ER

C
EG

O
V

IN
A

A
U

S
TR

IA
H

U
N

G
A

R
Y

R
O

M
A

N
IA

Pl
itv

ic
e

La
ke

s
N

at
io

na
lP

ar
k

Pa
kl

en
ic

a
N

at
io

na
l

Pa
rk

K
rk

a
N

at
io

na
l

Pa
rk

M
ed

ve
dn

ic
a

N
at

ur
e

Pa
rk

H
or

to
bá

gy
i

N
at

io
na

l
Pa

rk

Lo
nj

sk
o

Po
lje

N
at

ur
e

Pa
rk

Fr
uš

ka
G

or
a

N
at

io
na

lP
ar

k

K
op

ao
ni

k
N

at
io

na
l

Pa
rk

St
ar

a
Pl

an
in

a
N

at
ur

e
Pa

rk

Ta
ra

N
at

io
na

l
Pa

rk
Za

da
r

Pu
la

Pé
cs

Ti
m

is
oa

ra

Tr
ie

st
e

C
ra

io
va

M
on

ta
na

R
ije

ka

Sz
eg

ed

ZA
G

R
EB

LJ
U

B
LJ

A
N

A

B
R

AT
IS

LA
VA

SA
R

A
JE

V
O

B
EL

G
R

A
D

E

SA
N

M
A

R
IN

O

B
U

D
A

P
ES

T

V
IE

N
N

A

H
U

M

M
O

K
RA

G
O

RA

K
RU

PA
W

AT
ER

FA
LL

S

K
op

er

Ja
jc

e

B
le

d

N
eg

ot
in

Sl
av

on
sk

i
B

ro
d

K
ar

lo
va

c

Tu
zl

a

Sm
ed

er
ev

o

Su
bo

tic
a

N
iš

N
ov

iS
ad

B
an

ja
Lu

ka

D
ra

va
Tisa

Po
Sa

va

D
an

ub
e

S a
va

Sa
va

Tisza

Drin
a

D
ra

va

Ku
pa

Bo
su

t

Una

Velika Morava

I

D
an

ub
e

(D
un

aj
)

Bosna

D
an

ub
e

(D
on

au
)

H
RA

ST
O

V
LJ

E

VR
AT

N
A

G
AT

ES

R

K
or

na
t

Cr
es

K
rk

W
es

te
rn

 B
al

ka
ns

: O
ff

  t
he

 B
ea

te
n 

Tr
ac

k
#e

0
20

0
km

0
10

0
m

ile
s

34

PLAN
 YO

UR TRIP O
FF t

H
e B

e
a

t
e

n
 t

r
a

C
K



Missing image: ../../../_images/07-off-the-beaten-track-wba3-rhs.pdf.
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Index

Map Pages 000
Photo Pages 000

A
accessible travel 448

Albania 86
North Macedonia 319
Slovenia 424

accommodation 448-50, 
see also individual 
countries & locations

Accursed Mountains 17, 
78-82, 17

activities 21, 24-6, 36-40, 
see also individual 
activities & locations

Ada Bojana 260
air quality 445
air travel 454, 455, see also 

individual countries
Albania 46, 50-88, 52

accessible travel 86
accommodation 50, 86
activities 79
art 85
border crossings 87, 232, 

282, 321
bunkers 55
cinema 84-5
climate 50
culture 84
drinks 51, 86
environment 85-6
etiquette 85
food 50, 51, 59, 74, 86
highlights 14, 17, 51, 52
history 82-4
internet resources 51
itineraries 51
language 458-9
LGBTIQ+ travellers 86
literature 84
money 86
music 85
national parks & reserves 

85-6

opening hours 86
planning information  

50-2
politics 82
public holidays 86
religion 84
telephone 86
travel seasons 50
travel to/from 51, 87
travel within 87-8
wildlife-watching 86

animals, see bears, 
birdwatching, wildlife, 
wildlife-watching

Apollonia 69
archaeological sites 21-2

Apollonia 69
Butrint 71, 72, 72, 22
Cathedral of St Domnius 

179, 180, 181, 217, 216
Diocletian’s Palace 177, 

179, 180, 181, 180
Durrës 64
Felix Romuliana 367
Heraclea Lyncestis  

312-13
Kokino Observatory 297
Lepenski Vir 361
Mediana 363
Ohrid amphitheatre 305
Plaošnik 303
Pula 147
Salona 182
Veli Brijun 151
Zadar 168

architecture 442-3, see also 
individual locations

Skopje 289
Slovenia 423

area codes 19, 453
art 23, 440, see also arts 

festivals, museums & 
galleries

Albania 85
Croatia 210
Kosovo 231
Slovenia 423-4

art galleries, see museums 
& galleries

arts, see art, arts festivals, 
cinema, film festivals, 
literature, museums & 
galleries, music, music 
festivals

arts festivals 26
Montenegro 251
North Macedonia 291, 

306, 314 
Serbia 332

B
Banja Luka 122-5, 123
Baranja 151
Baška 164
basketball 438, 439
bathrooms 453
Bay of Kotor 10, 235-48, 

10, 11
beaches 36

Ada Bojana 260
Baška 164
Belgrade 330
Beli 156
Bled 391
Bol 187
Borsch 75
Budva 250-1
Cape Kamenjak 148
Cavtat 207
Cres 156
Drymades 75
Dubrovnik 199
Durrës 64
Elafiti Islands 195
Galičica National Park 310
Gjipe 75
Herceg Novi 236
Himara 75
Hvar Town 189-90
Korčula Island 193
Krivica 156
Ksamil 74
Lake Bled 391

Lokrum Island 203
Lubenice 156
Makarska 186
Mljet Island 196
Novi Sad 345
Ohrid 300, 303
Opatija 159
Perast 240
Podgorica 269
Poreč 154
Portorož 412
Pula 147
Rabac 158
Saranda 71
Silver Lake 361
Split 177, 181
Stara Baška 165
Sveti Stefan 256
Tivat 247
Trogir 175-6
Trpejca 302
Ulcinj 257
Velika Plaža 260
Vis Island 192
Vrbnik 163
Zlatni Rat 187
Zrće 171

bears 406, 408, 46, see 
also wildlife-watching

beer, see also beer festivals
Albania 86
Bosnia & Hercegovina 

115, 130
Croatia 134, 143, 144
North Macedonia 291, 

294, 318
Serbia 332, 349
Slovenia 424

beer festivals 291, 332
Belgrade 15, 325-45, 328-9, 

334-5, 15, 32
accommodation 332-5
activities 331-2
drinking & nightlife 338, 

340-1
entertainment 341-2
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 C

Belgrade continued
festivals & events 332
food 335-8
highlights 20
history 325
medical services 344
neighbourhoods 327
shopping 342-3
sights 325-7, 330-1
tourist information 343-4
tours 331-2
travel to/from 344
travel within 343, 344-5
walking tour 339, 339

Beli 156
Berat 14, 62-6, 63, 14, 46
Berim peak 229
bicycle travel, see cycling
Biogradska Gora National 

Park 272
Biokovo Nature Park 186
birds, see birdwatching, 

wildlife, wildlife- 
watching

birdwatching 40, see also 
wildlife-watching

Croatia 151
Montenegro 258
Serbia 352

Bitola 312-15, 313
Bjelašnica 105
Blaca Hermitage 188
Blagaj 116-17
Bled 12, 389-94, 390, 12
Bled Island 389
Blue Eye pool 81
Bojana River 445
Boka Waterfall 401
Bol 187-9
border crossings 456

Albania 87, 232, 282, 321
Bosnia &  

Hercegovina 132, 282
Bulgaria 321
Croatia 212, 282
Greece 87
Kosovo 87, 232, 282, 

321, 371
Montenegro 87, 232, 282
North Macedonia 87, 

232, 321
Serbia 232, 282, 321, 371

Borsch 75
Bosnia & Hercegovina 46, 

89-132, 91

accommodation 89, 131
border crossings 132, 

282
cinema 130
climate 89
culture 129
drinks 90, 130, 13
environment 130
food 89, 90, 130
highlights 12, 13, 90, 91
history 93, 97, 127-9
itineraries 90
language 459-60
LGBTIQ+ travellers 131
literature 130
money 131
music 130
opening hours 131
planning information 

89-91
politics 127
postal services 131
public holidays 131
religion 129
safety 131
telephone services 131
travel seasons 89
travel to/from 90, 132
travel within 132
visas 131

Bovec 401-3
Brač Island 187-9
Brajčino 310
bridge-diving 112
Brijuni Islands 150-2
Bubanj Hill Memorial 

Park 363
budget 19
Budva 249-54, 250, 252
Bulgaria, crossing into 321
bungee-jumping 40
Burial Mound of the 

Unbeaten 314
bus travel 454, 455
business hours 452
Butrint 71, 72, 72, 22

C
Canyon Matka 296-7, 22
canyoning 40

Montenegro 241, 276
Slovenia 391, 402, 404

Cape Kamenjak 148
Carnival 24
Carska Bara 352
car travel 454-5, 456-7

driving licences 456
fuel 456

hire 456
insurance 456
road rules 456-7
safety 456
spare parts 456

castles, fortresses & 
palaces

Bač Fortress 350
Belgrade Fortress 325, 

339, 339
Besac Fortress 265
Bled Castle 389
Dubrovnik City Walls & 

Forts 197
Dobrovo Castle 409
Fort Lawrence 198-9
Forte Mare 236
Gjirokastra Castle 67-8
Golubac Fortress 20,  

361
Kalaja 62-4
Kanli Kula 236
Kastel Fortress 123
King Nikola Museum 263
Klis Fortress 185
Kluže Fortress 401
Kotor City Walls 240
Ljubljana Castle 376
Niš Fortress 364-5
Njegoš Museum Biljarda 

263
Ostrožac Fortress 125
Petrovaradin Fortress 

345
Petrović Palace 268
Praetorian Palace 411
Predjama Castle 406, 

214-15
Prizren Fortress 228
Ptuj Castle 419
Rector’s Palace 198
Residence of Princess 

Ljubica 327
Royal Compound 

(Belgrade) 327
Rozafa Fortress 76
Snežnik Castle 408
St Michael’s Fortress 174
Stari Bar Fortress 255
Trakošćan Castle 139
Trsat Castle 159
Tvrdina Kale Fortress 287
Varaždin Castle 139
Veliki Tabor Castle 139
Visočica Hill 106
Yellow Fortress 96

Cathedral of St Domnius 
179, 180, 181, 217, 216

cathedrals, see churches & 
cathedrals

caves
Blue Cave (Croatia) 192
Cave Vrelo (North 

Macedonia) 296
Ice Cave (Serbia) 360
Križna Cave (Slovenia)  

408
Manita Peć (Croatia) 167
Obod Cave  

(Montenegro) 266
Planina Cave (Slovenia) 

405-6
Postojna Cave (Slovenia) 

215, 405
Resava Cave (Serbia) 366
Škocjan Caves (Slovenia) 

408-9
Stopića Cave (Serbia) 

355
caving 

Kosovo 225, 226
Serbia 360
Slovenia 397, 401-2, 

405-6
Cavtat 207-8
cell phones 18
cemeteries & mausoleums

Mirogoj 135
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