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Dubrovnik





Croatia, Slovenia, and Montenegro have so much to offer. In an area the size of the state of Maine, you’ll find sunny cities crisscrossed by winding cobblestone streets, blue gem lakes set amongst white-capped mountains, a crystalline sea, colorful festivals, great food and wine, and much more. Spend two weeks here and you will likely feel you need two more.


Though tourists have long been frequenting Dubrovnik and the glitzy island of Hvar, and more recently discovering the charms of capital cities Zagreb and Ljubljana, there are still many places in these countries that are relatively undiscovered. Go to some of the lesser-known islands in the off-season, or head to inland Croatia or Slovenia almost any time of year, and you will find you’re the only tourist for miles.


Croatia and Slovenia have shared many rulers, wars, and various foreign empires over their histories—Roman, Venetian, Austro-Hungarian—and each has added a flavorful layer to the culture, architecture, and cuisine of these countries. Montenegro shares a fair amount of this history too, though its long occupation by the Ottomans gives it a special flair. However, the countries all remain distinct, with their own languages, customs, and cultures as different as the topography you’ll traverse. Drive a few hours and you’ll see everything from a sparkling coastline and barren-rock hinterlands to rolling hills of grapevines, thick green forests, and snow-topped mountains.
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stand-up paddleboarding at the Golden Horn beach, Croatia
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stork nest in Lonjsko Polje Nature Park
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Lake Bled, Slovenia





This diversity means there really is something for every sort of traveler. Hit up Istria for food, wine, and truffle-hunting; Zagreb or Ljubljana for a cosmopolitan, European vibe with a twist; Dubrovnik for Roman and Venetian history at every turn; the islands for soaking up the sun; the mountains of Slovenia for skiing and adventure sports; or Slavonia for taking the road less traveled.


No matter how you plan your trip, you’re likely to leave already planning your next one. Croatia, Slovenia, and Montenegro may be known quantities these days, but they haven’t lost the wild and wonderful quality that keeps you feeling you’ve truly gone somewhere special.
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rafting on the Soca River in the Julian Alps, Slovenia
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murals of the Reževići Monastery in Montenegro
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vineyard in Motovun









9 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Lounging on the rocks, pebbles, and sands of the region’s best beaches.
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2 Shopping with the locals in Zagreb’s Dolac Market, grabbing supplies for a picnic or local honey to pack in your suitcase.







[image: image]


3 Tasting the fruits of Istria’s bountiful harvest, from truffles to wine.
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4 Feeling the mist on your face from Croatia’s awesome waterfalls, from the terraced cascades of Plitvice Lakes National Park to the foaming waters of Krka National Park.
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5 Exploring the winding streets of Diocletian’s Palace, a wonderfully preserved Roman monument that’s still very much alive today, filled with bustling shops, cafés, and restaurants.
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6 Walking the medieval walls of Dubrovnik or Kotor in Montenegro, taking in striking views from every angle.
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7 Wandering Plečnik’s Ljubljana, marveling at the impact one architect had on the cityscape of Slovenia’s capital.
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8 Island-hopping the Dalmatian Islands, discovering glitzy seaside resorts, remote beaches, and charming villages untouched by time.
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9 Admiring the famous view of the Church of the Assumption, crowning a tiny island in the center of the deep blue Lake Bled.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Zagreb


Croatia’s charming, lively capital is the cultural and social heart of the country. Local life revolves around the bustling squares and streets of Lower Town. For history, head to Upper Town with its quiet, winding cobblestone roads, stunning churches, and excellent museums. Bridging old and new are the delightful Tkalčićeva and Radićeva streets with their boutiques and cafés. Mount Sljeme, just out of town, is the place locals go to hike and enjoy the nature on weekends.


Inland Croatia


Inland Croatia remains relatively undiscovered, dotted with picturesque villages, excellent restaurants, and seoski turizam establishments, where you can sleep like a local and wake up to the rooster’s crow. Vineyards dot the countryside, and natural escapes abound, from the stork-filled wetlands of Lonjsko polje, to the mountains of the Žumberak, to the famous Plitvice Lakes National Park. The easternmost region of Slavonia, still feeling the effects of the Homeland War almost 30 years ago, is full of friendly people eager to show off their towns to visitors.


Kvarner Gulf


Ferries depart from the laid-back port town of Rijeka for the stunning islands of the Kvarner Gulf, such as Rab, with its preserved old town and colorful festivals; Krk, drawing a younger, party-loving crowd; genteel Lošinj; and relatively undeveloped Cres, whose clay cliffs jut into the remotest portions of Croatia’s Adriatic.
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Istria and Coastal Slovenia


This tiny peninsula wedged between Croatia and Slovenia, and only a stone’s throw from Italy, packs a big punch. You can sun yourself on a rocky beach in the morning, retreat inland to picturesque hilltop towns for lunch, and finish off the day with dinner in a bustling medieval city back on the coast. Istria is most famous for three things, and you shouldn’t miss any of them: the Roman amphitheater in Pula, wine, and truffles. But there’s more to unearth here, from tiny little villages like Hum to a taste of the faded grandeur of the Tito era in the Brijuni Islands.
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Roman amphitheater in Pula





While not as grand as the Croatian coast just to the south, the coast of Slovenia has many charms of its own. Venetian-influenced Piran is the pride of the Slovenian coast and a good starting point for those exploring the region.


Zadar and Northern Dalmatia


The northern coast is full of Roman-Venetian architecture, starting with the impressive old towns of Zadar and Šibenik. Beaches can be filled to capacity in the summer, but you should be able to find a relatively roomy one by hiring a boat to take you to one of the little islands just off the coast, each with a culture and personality all its own.


Split and Southern Dalmatia


Split is the boundary between north and south on the Dalmatian coast, important not only because it’s the second-largest city in Croatia and for its dozens of connections to the Croatian islands, but also for the beautiful Diocletian’s Palace in the heart of town. Hvar has already made a name for itself as a glitzy island destination, but it’s not alone in its beauty. From the former pirate stronghold, Omiš, to the purported birthplace of Marco Polo on Korčula, to rafting the Cetina Gorge, there’s something here for every traveler.
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Old Town Korčula





Dubrovnik


Dubrovnik, Croatia’s most famous city, hosts masses of tourists, and it’s easy to see why when you first spot the dramatic walled city on a cliff, with grand architecture, sunny cream stone, and red-tiled roofs contrasting with the blue Adriatic Sea. Explore the winding old streets, feeling like you’re on the set of Game of Thrones, then head to the island of Lokrum just offshore for a break from the crowds.


Ljubljana


Ljubljana may be small, but it has a cultural menu to rival much larger capitals: a hilltop castle, funky nightlife, and a strong sense of self. It’s impossible to ignore the influence architect Jože Plečnik had on the city; his touch is all over Ljubljana, including its famous Triple Bridge, the colonnaded market, and many a tree-lined promenade. The cultural, social, and political capital of Slovenia is also home to an impressive selection of museums and galleries.


Inland Slovenia


Filled with mountains, lakes, rivers, and caves, Slovenia’s interior is an outdoor enthusiast’s dream. There’s also food, culture, and history to be discovered, including wineries, Roman ruins, herding settlements, and centuries-old churches and castles. The region’s most famous town is Bled, with its church-topped island in the center of the mountain-rimmed lake, but its gem might be the alpine Logar Valley to the east, rimmed by massive snow-capped peaks. Those into rafting and adventure sports will be happiest around Triglav National Park, with plenty of adrenaline-pumping activity.




If You Like…


• Game of Thrones: The hit fantasy show was filmed in several Croatian locations, but Dubrovnik is the place to go to feel like you’re walking around King’s Landing.
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Minčeta Fortress and Dubrovnik Old Town city walls





• Waterfalls: Feel the power of some of Croatia’s famous waterfalls in Plitvice Lakes National Park and Krka National Park.


• Roman ruins: You’ll find spectacular Roman sights throughout Croatia, but it’s hard to beat the massive Diocletian’s Palace in Split.


• The island life: To vacation like a celebrity, visit Hvar. To feel like you’ve found your own personal slice of paradise, try Mljet.


• Tasting fresh produce: Istria is the region’s heartland for fresh produce, decadent truffles, and delicious wine; you can also find the fruits of the Croatian harvest at Dolac Market.


• Festive holiday traditions: Both Zagreb and Ljubljana shine come winter, when festive lights and cozy markets line the old-world European streets.


• Castles: In Slovenia, Predjama Castle is built dramatically into a cliff; in Croatia, Trakošćan Castle is considered the most spectacular.


• Beaches: It’s called Paradise Beach for a reason; on the island of Rab in the Kvarner Gulf, this beach is pretty much as near perfect as you can find. Or, head south to Montenegro’s Plavi Horizont, a picturesque beach cove.


• Outdoor adventures: Go hiking in Triglav National Park, river-raft in the Cetina Gorge, bird-watch on Lake Skadar, and spelunk in Postojna Cave.


• Gorgeous views: Admire the vistas from Kotor’s city walls, or take in the fairy-tale scene of Lake Bled.


• Avoiding the crowds: You may just be the only tourist for miles in Slavonia, Inland Croatia’s heartland.





To the west, Postojna Cave and Škocjan Caves are worth a visit, while Predjama Castle, built into a rock face high above a village, is straight out of a storybook.


Montenegro


Montenegro is a tiny country with a wide variety of terrain and experiences. If you love beachside lounging, you will find plenty of company at the beaches in Budva. The Gulf of Kotor, with the famous walled city of Kotor and the island church of Our Lady of the Rocks, as well as the inland town of Cetinje, the cultural and erstwhile capital of Montenegro, are a must for culture and history buffs. Lake Skadar and Lovćen National Park are great places to hike and get away from it all. If you’re really tight on time, a day trip to Herceg Novi from Dubrovnik can give you a little taste of the country.
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Perast in the Gulf of Kotor, Montenegro





When to Go


Coastal Croatia, Slovenia, and Montenegro all have a Mediterranean climate with hot summers (78-86°F/26-30°C) and mild winters (41-50°F/5-10°C). Inland areas tend to be cooler (70-80°F/20-30°C in summer, 23-41°F/-5-5°C in winter).


High Season


July and August are the busiest months on the coast—beaches and nightclubs are packed, and many of the coastal towns hold colorful festivals. But overall, they’re probably the worst months to visit the region. Temperatures soar and hotels fill up, even at the most expensive high-season rates, and inland capitals are often fled by the locals, who’ve joined all the foreigners by the sea.




If You Have…


• Five days: Start in Split, touring the unforgettable Diocletian’s Palace, before heading off on a ferry to island-hop to Hvar and Korčula. This is just enough time to get in some beach lounging and relaxation, laid-back seafood meals, and some touring.
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Hvar island





• One week: From Korčula, get on a ferry bound for Dubrovnik, and spend a few days touring the famous city.


• Two weeks: Start your tour with two days in Zagreb, then head north to Slovenia for a few days, visiting Ljubljana, the capital, and Lake Bled, one of the country’s top tourist destinations. Head south to finish your trip with the Split, Dalmatian Islands, and Dubrovnik itinerary described above, being sure to stop in Plitvice National Park on your way south.


• Three weeks: If you have another week, head north to the island of Cres in the Kvarner Gulf, then add on Opatija to the north, with a de rigeur stop at one of the area’s standout restaurants. Finish your third week in Istria, in the coastal towns of Rovinj and Poreč.





Shoulder Season


June and September are ideal for visiting the coast or cities in the interior. The waters are warm enough for swimming, and the biggest influxes of visitors are between these relatively peaceful months. If swimming’s not your thing, then March, April, May, and October are possibly even better—walk around a town in the early morning, and you may think you’re the first to discover a destination.


Autumn is a great season for visiting Istria and inland Croatia and Slovenia, when wine is harvested, leaves turn to shades of gold, and the crisp air is invigorating.


Low Season


Winter, when most hotels and restaurants are at their cheapest, can be a great time to visit Dalmatia and Istria, as you might have them all to yourself. Keep in mind that some hotels and restaurants will be closed, particularly on the islands and in Montenegro. Inland Croatia and Slovenia are cold and gray, but holiday markets bring life to Zagreb and Ljubljana. In the colder months, Triglav National Park and Bled in Slovenia become winter sports destinations.



Before You Go



Passports and Visas


To enter Croatia and Slovenia, U.S., U.K., Canadian, Australian, and New Zealand citizens need only a passport for stays up to 90 days. Citizens of the EU and Switzerland can visit for up to 30 days with a national identity card.


To enter Montenegro, U.S., U.K., European, Canadian, Australian, and New Zealand citizens will need only a passport; no visa is required for stays up to 30 days.


Citizens of other countries should check visa regulations for Croatia and Slovenia.


Transportation


By Air


Getting to Croatia and Slovenia is easier than ever before, particularly in summer, when low-cost airlines offer flights from major European hubs such as London and Frankfurt. Croatia and Slovenia’s main air carriers (Croatia Airlines and Adria Airways, respectively) are supplemented by companies such as EasyJet, Ryanair, and GermanWings. Croatia’s main airports are located in Zagreb and Split, though airports in Dubrovnik, Pula, and Rijeka see their share of travelers during the summer months; Slovenia’s only major airport is in the capital, Ljubljana.


Montenegro has two airports, in the capital Podgorica and at Tivat, servicing the coast. Both offer daily flights to and from European destinations, with low-cost carriers like Norwegian Air, WOWair, Ryanair, and EasyJet being the most common. Another option is to fly into Dubrovnik, where organized transfer buses take tourists the 15-minute drive to the Montenegro border and beyond multiple times a day.


By Train and Bus


Train service is frequent and reliable in both Slovenia and Croatia, with at least 2-3 daily trains linking capitals Ljubljana and Zagreb with Italy, Austria, Hungary, and Serbia. Trains tend to be older than what you’ll find in Western Europe, and they’re often slower, too. Bus service is actually better, though buses have been known to deposit regular customers close to their homes, making the journey a little longer than planned from time to time.




Driving the Adriatic Coast


Most anywhere you drive in Slovenia, Croatia, and Montenegro will be beautiful, but there are a few places where the beauty of the area really shines, particularly on the coasts.


THE MAGISTRALA


The magnificent, sometimes harrowing coastal road that hugs Dalmatia’s coast connects all the seaside towns from Zadar down to Dubrovnik and is Croatia’s quintessential road trip.


THE OPATIJA RIVIERA


This upscale holiday area west of Rijeka, on the road to Istria, is a beautiful place for a drive, with views of the Kvarner Gulf.


THE GULF OF KOTOR


Much less crowded than Croatia’s coastal roads to the north, the Gulf of Kotor is no less spectacular, and can be driven on a day trip from Dubrovnik.





If you’ll be sticking to larger towns, public transportation is an excellent option for getting around both Slovenia and Croatia. Buses and trains are frequent, safe, and reliable. Montenegro has frequent inter-city bus connections and an extremely cheap yet infrequent train connection between Serbia and Bar.


By Ferry


In the summer, ferries connect cities like Split, Dubrovnik, and Pula in Croatia and Portorož and Piran in Slovenia with Venice and Italy’s northern coast. The islands off the Croatian coast are all connected via ferry, more frequent in summer.
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ferry to the islands from Split





By Car


If you’re planning on exploring smaller villages or following the regions’ wine routes, you’ll find renting a car to be a lifesaver. Arranging for the car before you come usually secures a better price.


What to Pack


In summer, pack a good sun hat, sunglasses, and a bathing suit, as well as layers for the occasional chilly night, or to cover your shoulders if you happen to visit a church. Also be sure to bring a pair of sandals for entering the water at rocky beaches. In fall and winter, pack a coat and an umbrella for occasional rain. If you want to blend in with the locals, leave the Birkenstocks and pack your most fashionable clothes. Croatians, Slovenians, and Montenegrins all love to look their best. A sturdy pair of tennis shoes should do you for most hikes, unless you’re taking on something more ambitious.


Electronics-wise, an unlocked phone allows you to buy a tourist SIM card at your destination, so you can get data for navigation, posting on social media, and checking your email. Bring a converter for 220/240V.


Currency


Croatia is set to switch its currency from the Croatian kuna to the euro as of January 1, 2023. Prices throughout the book have been converted to euro from the kuna price; actual euro prices may vary. Slovenia and Montenegro also use the euro.



The Best of Croatia, Slovenia, and Montenegro



Covering the Slovenian and Croatian capitals and the must-see stops of three countries in only two weeks, this whirlwind trip combines both mountains and sea, UNESCO World Heritage sites and urban centers. This tour starts in Ljubljana, a charming capital city with good connections to most major European cities. From here, rent a car to experience the best of the region; the border crossings are easy as you wind your way south through Croatia and down to Montenegro, and you’ll even be able to ride a few car ferries on the way.


Spots on the car ferry can be booked in advance online, but you should still get to the dock an hour early to ensure your car’s spot on the boat. The ferries on this itinerary, operated by Jadrolinija, run at least three times daily year-round.


Day 1: Ljubljana


After landing in Ljubljana, refresh at your hotel before heading out for an afternoon stroll around the cobblestone streets of the Old Town, stopping for photos on the Dragon Bridge. Cap off the day with a view from the town’s castle.
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Ljubljana city center





Day 2: Inland Slovenia


Head to nearby Bled for a tour of the cliff-top castle and a stroll around the stunning blue lake. Ride on a pletna (gondola-like boat) or in a fijaker (horse-drawn carriage) while admiring the scenery. Adventurous types can switch the strolling for white-water rafting or hiking around the lake. Have an afternoon coffee and kremšnite (cream cake) on a terrace overlooking the lake, and dine on some of the area’s fresh trout for dinner, preferably at a cozy fireside table.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Best Beaches


CROATIA


• Paradise Beach, Rab, Kvarner Gulf: This sandy beach is in a pretty, sheltered cove and has plenty of amenities.


• Vela Plaža Baška, Krk, Kvarner Gulf: This famous pebble beach is one of the main draws to the pretty island of Krk.


• Golden Cape (Zlatni Rt), Rovinj, Istria: The beaches of this wild, green Istrian peninsula are more accessible than they look, just south of the picturesque coastal town of Rovinj.


• Dubovica Beach, Hvar, Southern Dalmatia: A bit removed from Hvar Town’s exclusive party scene, this isolated cove feels more Castaway than fancy resort.


• Lokrum, Dubrovnik: If you find yourself wanting a break from the crowds of Dubrovnik, take a quick boat ride to the island of Lokrum and take a swim off the rocky shores.


SLOVENIA


• Svetilnik Beach Izola, Coastal Slovenia: This gem on the Slovenian coast has great views as well as a promenade and a thin strip of sand.


• Mesečev Zaliv Beach, Portorož, Coastal Slovenia: This bay north of Piran feels natural and remote, and there’s plenty of greenery for when you need some shade.
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MONTENEGRO


• Plavi Horizont (Blue Horizon), Luštica Peninsula: A mixture of sand and rocks, comfortable lounge chairs, and a private-feeling cove: What more could you ask for from this Montenegrin beach?


• Petrovac Beach, Petrovac: You’ll be close to the amenities of the resort town of Petrovac on this excellent pebbly beach.





Days 3-4: Zagreb


Head south toward Zagreb. After dropping off your bags at your hotel, people-watch in the main square, catch at least one or two museums in Lower Town, and peruse some of the shops along Zagreb’s buzzing Tkalčićeva.


The next morning, make a beeline for Dolac Market. After a picnic in nearby Park Ribnjak, spend the rest of the afternoon and evening in Upper Town, sightseeing and sipping coffee and wine before choosing a restaurant for dinner.


Days 5-6: Plitvice Lakes National Park and Zadar


Leave fairly early this morning to make it to Plitvice Lakes National Park before lunch; it’s the perfect spot to stop on your way south to the coast. Take your time walking around the majestic lakes and waterfalls and having a picnic before driving on to Zadar; you should have enough time for dinner and a stroll in this stunning old town.


Today you can visit a few of Zadar’s famous sights, like the historically significant Roman forum, and hit the beaches nearby. However you spend your day, there’s only one way to end it—walking down the waterfront to the Sea Organ to catch the sound of the musical waves.


Days 7-9: Šibenik and Split


Continue south to Šibenik, a lovely coastal town that’s off the beaten path. Its gorgeous St. Jacob’s Cathedral was built by famous 15th-century architect Juraj Dalmatinac, and it’s a short water taxi or ferry ride away from some excellent beaches. Have a late al fresco lunch before getting back on the road to Split, aiming to arrive in the early evening.
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St. Jacob’s Cathedral in Šibenik
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Korčula Town on Korčula island








Begin the next day with a tour of Split’s major attraction, Diocletian’s Palace. After lunch head out to the Marjan Peninsula for a stroll or to visit some museums before whiling away the evening in a lively bar crawl through the narrow, busy streets of the palace, hopefully catching a bit of jazz or live music.


Days 10-11: Korčula


From Split, hop on the morning ferry to Vela Luka on the western tip of the island of Korčula. The beaches on this side of the island are lovely, plus there’s the unique Vela Špila Cave to explore. Drive east to the walled Korčula Town for dinner.


You’ll spend the next day exploring Korčula Town, which is known for resembling a mini-Dubrovnik, with a beautiful cathedral and art galleries. In the evening, dine on fresh fish and mussels.


Days 12-13: Pelješac Peninsula and Dubrovnik


Today, you’ll take another ferry, this time a short hop across the Pelješac Peninsula. Spend the day beach lounging or winery-hopping before heading to Dubrovnik for a quiet drink at your hotel. If you’re still going strong, take a walk along the Stradun with an ice-cream cone in the late evening, when all the day-trippers and cruise passengers have left the city.




The Wines of Croatia and Slovenia


Slovenia and Croatia are both perfect destinations for wine aficionados. The region boasts a very long winemaking history, dating from Roman times, and today vineyards dot the hills of both countries. Croatian and Slovenian wines are gaining increasing acclaim and renown, but are generally inexpensive, and stopping to sample homemade vintages along the wine routes is a fun way to get to know the countryside. Some excellent wines never make it to the West, selling out their small stock locally. Below are some of the best wine regions covered in this book.


INLAND CROATIA


This Croatian interior, under-visited by tourists, has a deep tradition of viticulture, with grapevines and wine routes throughout the countryside. Međimurje, which hugs the Hungarian border, produces mostly whites that are a bit acidic for most tastes). Farther east, some very good Croatian whites come from the Slavonia Wine Region, as well as some solid reds, particularly burgundies.


KVARNER GULF


Tasting the local white Vrbnička Žlahtina is a unique experience, as the grapes are grown only on the island of Krk.


ISTRIA


The small peninsula of Istria is often compared to Tuscany, and boasts excellent small winemakers with dozens of varieties to try. The most popular is the light, white Malvazija. Istria’s other indigenous wine, Teran, is an earthy red, well-loved locally but little embraced by foreign palates. More information about Istrian wine routes can be found at www.istra.hr.
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winery in Istria





SOUTHERN DALMATIA


Any easy day trip from Dubrovnik and many of the Southern Dalmatian Islands, the Pelješac Peninsula’s local Plavac Mali grape produces some of the country’s best red wines.


SLOVENIA


Slovenia has an excellent and well-marked network of wine routes for driving or cycling. More information can be found at www.slovenia.info, but one of the best places to taste Slovenian wine is Posavje, in Slovenia’s northeast.





Start the next day with a tour of the town walls before heading to the town’s galleries, the Sponza Palace, and the Rector’s Palace. Save a visit to the Franciscan Monastery for later in the day when the crowds have begun to thin. After changing at your hotel and watching the sunset from its terrace, eat dinner under a starlit sky.


Day 14: Montenegro


Leave Dubrovnik early to cross the border to Montenegro before the crowds. Head to Kotor to explore this UNESCO World Heritage-protected walled city. Stop in Perast on your way back for a look at the island church Our Lady of the Rocks and have an early dinner on the waterfront.
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Hike up the town walls of Kotor for a gorgeous view.





When it’s time to return, head back across the border to Dubrovnik to prepare for your flight back home the next day.


With More Time


If you have more time, spend it according to what suits your interests. Looking for something completely off the beaten path? Add a visit to inland Croatia’s Slavonia from Zagreb for some wine-tasting in the Baranja, or spend more time in Montenegro, maybe exploring Cetinje, the former capital city. Want to relax? Add in a few days on an island like Mljet (best accessed from Dubrovnik). Looking for foodie experiences? Spend a few days in Istria after your time in Slovenia, tasting truffle-laced dishes and delicious wine.


Finally, and perhaps the best option: If the itinerary above seems too hectic, use the luxury of your extra time by slowing down, allowing yourself to linger in the places that tempt you most.



Island-Hopping the Dalmatian Islands



TOP EXPERIENCE


Though it’s tempting to try to visit all the Croatian islands, it’s not very practical. This itinerary focuses on the southern Dalmatian Islands and starts in Split. As Croatia’s second-largest city, it’s home to a major airport with connecting flights to several major European cities.


This trip is designed so you won’t need a car; in fact, many of the ferry routes are operated by foot-passenger catamaran only, so you won’t be able to bring a vehicle to the islands. Taxis, both of the regular and water variety, can help you get where you need to go once on the islands. Be sure to check ferry schedules carefully, as many of the catamarans run only once daily, even at the height of summer (attempting this route outside of high season, when ferries are very infrequent, is all but impossible). Jadrolinija is the main ferry provider; as spots tend to fill up quickly, try to book your departures a few days in advance.


Day 1: Split


Spend your day in beautiful Split touring the show-stopping Diocletian’s Palace and strolling on the Marjan Peninsula, home to some great museums and a lovely, green seaside park.


Day 2: Brač


Set sail from Split to Bol on the island of Brač, one of Croatia’s largest and most popular islands. Bol is close to Brač’s most famous sight, the gorgeous beaches of the Golden Horn (Zlatni Rat). Spend the day lounging on the beaches and noshing on fish stew.
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the Golden Horn on Brač





Day 3: Hvar


Next, head to Hvar Town on the island of Hvar via catamaran from Bol. Spend the day seeing the sights in this glitzy town, popping into St. Stephen’s Cathedral or the Arsenal Gallery of Modern Art, or taking in the view from the Fortress. In the evening sip wine in an elegant bar, keeping your eyes peeled for a possible celebrity sighting.




Pick Your National Park


Croatia, Slovenia, and Montenegro all boast more than their fair share of national parks for their relatively small size, each protecting a diversity of terrains and things to do. From hiking to rafting, scuba diving to kayaking, sailing to wind-surfing, you won’t have to look hard to find plenty to keep you busy in the great outdoors.


RISNJAK NATIONAL PARK


Located in the mountainous Gorski Kotar region of Croatia, Risnjak is conveniently situated between Zagreb and the coast, making it an ideal place to stop and stretch your legs when traveling through Croatia by car. The area has both easy and more strenuous hikes up to mountain huts on the park’s peaks.


PLITVICE LAKES NATIONAL PARK


A UNESCO World Heritage protected site and one of the most famous destinations in Croatia, Plitvice is known for its fabulous waterfalls, otherworldly turquoise lakes, and loads of trails for easy hiking.


BRIJUNI NATIONAL PARK


This island park, accessible as a day trip from Pula in Istria, was once home to Yugoslavia’s Josip Broz Tito, so it’s the site of a range of unique attractions: Tito’s former estate, villas where he entertained politicians and movie stars, and a nature park/zoo.


PAKLENICA NATIONAL PARK


This beautiful park near Zadar is underrated, with great hiking, rock climbing, and a stalactite-laden cave.


KRKA NATIONAL PARK


A series of seven waterfalls on the Krka River offer opportunities for boating, exploring historic monasteries, and hiking.
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waterfalls on Krka River, Krka National Park





KORNATI ISLANDS NATIONAL PARK


This archipelago of over 80 islands in Croatia’s Adriatic, mostly uninhabited, is one of the best places to go to get away from it all.


TRIGLAV NATIONAL PARK


In the shadow of the Julian Alps, the picturesque Triglav National Park is home to fairy-tale gorges, frosty lakes, and crisp, clean air. The towns within the park offer cozy places to have a meal in between adventures.


LOVĆEN NATIONAL PARK


This Montenegrin park is most well known as the site of the dramatically situated resting place of Petar II Petrović Njegoš, the country’s most famous poet. Perched on a mountaintop, the mausoleum serves as a viewpoint from which you can see for miles.


LAKE SKADAR NATIONAL PARK


The largest lake in Southern Europe, Lake Skadar has plenty of opportunities for boating, hiking, and getting off the beaten path.






Day 4: Korčula



Take the catamaran from Hvar Town to Korčula Town, the highlight of its eponymous home island. It’s a compact jewel box of a medieval town that also claims to be the birthplace of Marco Polo—you can decide for yourself whether it’s true by visiting some Marco Polo–related sights, then have an elegant dinner with a view of the sea.


Day 5: Mljet


Today you’ll hop to the final island of your trip, Mljet. Mostly covered by Mljet National Park, this is the place to go to feel truly off the map. Go for a swim or kayak one of the park’s beautiful lakes, explore the mysterious Odysseus Cave, and enjoy a lobster dinner before spending the night in a rustic island accommodation.


Day 6: Dubrovnik


It’s back to the mainland today after catching your last catamaran to Dubrovnik, the famous walled city that’s especially beautiful when approached from the sea. Stroll the lively Stradun, pop into a museum that catches your fancy, and find your way to secluded Sveti Jakov beach, accessed via a 20-minute walk from the Old Town. It’s the perfect place to wind down after your island-hopping trip.
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city walls of Dubrovnik





To begin you return trip the next day, you could rent a car, take a bus, or even catch a short flight up to Split (don’t forget there is a border crossing through Bosnia and Herzegovina on the way). Or see if you can book a flight from Dubrovnik’s airport to your original point of origin (most likely with a stopover at a large European airport).


With More Time


The entire point of island time is to slow down, so if you have more time, spend it by truly powering off and settling in on your favorite island.
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view of Cathedral of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Dolac Market: Bump shoulders with locals and bargain for fresh produce in the city’s largest fresh market (click here).


S Tkalčićeva Street: This fairy tale–like street with cafés, restaurants, and local artisans is perfect for strolling, sitting, or window-shopping (click here).
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S Stone Gate: Inside this 13th-century gate is an ornate shrine where the faithful pray surrounded by flickering candles (click here).


S Zagreb City Museum: This museum is the best way to get a thorough overview of the history and culture of the capital city in just over an hour (click here).


S Meštrović Studio: The former home and studio of Meštrović, arguably one of the finest Croatian artists, is now a museum dedicated to his life and work (click here).


S Museum of Broken Relationships: This Zagreb museum is so great it inspired the publication of a popular book and boasts an outpost in Los Angeles (click here).


S Sljeme: Head to Mount Medvednica’s most popular peak to spend an afternoon hiking, topped off with a mug of beer and a bowl of steaming hot beans (grah) with the locals (click here).


S Maksimir Park: This massive 18th-century public park is strewn with paths, cafés, meadows, lakes, monuments, a playground, and a zoo. You’re sure to find something up your alley here, as well as throngs of locals on a pretty weekend day (click here).
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figs for sale at Dolac Market
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Maksimir park








Zagreb is perhaps the perfect European capital. With a charming old town, a lively café culture, and the requisite cathedral, but without loads of tourists, the city is easy to explore in a day before traveling on to the coast.


On the surface, Zagreb seems like a modern, bustling city. And in many ways, it is, with luxury cars and designer stores, large international corporations, and shiny new office buildings. Don’t be surprised if you hear German, French, or Chinese: Over 45 embassies are located in the rather small capital of approximately 800,000 (closer to 1.1 million in the metro area). Zagreb is the country’s business capital, but as you cruise the streets you’ll soon realize that much of this business is done over a cup of strong coffee or a long lunch. The cafés are swarmed, particularly on pretty days when it just seems natural to take a meeting outside.
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It’s something of a miracle that Zagreb has developed into the vibrant town it is today, having been threatened by wars, fires, and the occasional plague in almost all nine centuries of its history. Thought to have been settled in the Iron age, the city wasn’t officially established until 1094 when King Ladislaus of Hungary developed a diocese to gain more control over the area. A settlement called Kaptol developed around the diocese buildings, while Gradec, an area controlled directly by the Hungarian king, sprang up on the neighboring hill; these two towns were rivals until the 16th century, when Turkish and Hapsburg aggression brought them together and they began to be referred to collectively as Zagreb.


As you delve a little deeper into the city, you’ll see that it changes only what it wants to, and at its own pace. The ritual of daily trips to Dolac (Zagreb’s main fresh market) remains amid the urbanization. Some locals stop for a quick prayer in the Stone Gate (Kamenita vrata), just as zagrebčani have done for over 250 years, and for the Saturday-morning promenade everyone gets dressed up to see and be seen while they stroll the streets around Flower Square (Cvjetni trg). The city is what you make of it. You can live the glamorous life with the city’s high rollers or wannabe high rollers, surrounded by a crowd that’s probably dressed better than you are, or share a plate of fried sardines with the locals in a standing-room-only bar. There’s the old and the new, and for the most part, it’s all good.


Though the city is home to about a quarter of Croatia’s population, it’s easy to get off the beaten path and mix with the locals. The museums, while not housing great works of art, are well done and intimate, with exhibits on topics like naive art, local sculpture, and local history. Zagreb boasts glorious Secession architecture, some impeccably restored, some often going unnoticed on decaying gray facades. The Paris-style parks or the hike up Sljeme for fresh air, folk music, and great cheap food are worth staying an extra day for.


Moving west instead of east, Zagreb is changing. It has been changing every year since Croatia’s independence. But the core of Zagreb—the buzzing social vibe that moves like honey—remains the same. So whether you spend your time in the museums or in the nightclubs, by far Croatia’s best, you can’t leave Zagreb without ordering a coffee in a café. Just remember to drink it slowly. It’s part of the experience.


ORIENTATION


You’ll find the city easy to maneuver. It’s not too large and practically everyone under 50 speaks English—often outstandingly good English, better than you’d find in nearby Italy or Germany. The people are friendly, too, and happy to lend a hand or a recommendation.


Zagreb can be divided into dozens of neighborhoods, but the two most important for the traveler are Upper Town (Gornji Grad), which comprises the old town and many of the city’s most charming attractions, and Lower Town (Donji Grad), where much of the daily hustle and bustle as well as shopping, socializing, and business is carried out. These two neighborhoods are connected by the world’s shortest funicular.


Ban Jelačić Square (Trg bana Jelačića) and Kaptol


Roughly in the middle of Upper Town and Lower Town is Ban Jelačić Square (Trg bana Jelačića), the city’s main square and a useful base for exploring the town. To the north is Zagreb’s cathedral, the central Dolac Market, and the Kaptol neighborhood, connected to the square by lively Tkalčićeva Street, filled with restaurants, cafés, shops, and culminating in a swank shopping center.



Upper Town (Gornji Grad)



Upper Town is the heart of Zagreb and the oldest part of town. The area is full of charm and character and has a good portion of the city’s best museums and galleries, as well as the beautiful Strossmayer Promenade, where you can take in views while walking along the old medieval city walls. Enter on foot via the Stone Gate or by riding the charming funicular. Amongst the quiet stone streets you will find sights such as the Zagreb City Museum, the Meštrović Studio, and the Museum of Broken Relationships, as well as beautiful views.


Lower Town (Donji Grad)


Slightly younger and a lot busier than Upper Town, Lower Town is home to museums and a charming network of squares known as the “green horseshoe.” It’s here that you’ll find most of the accommodations and restaurants. From the bottom of the funicular that runs from the Upper Town it’s just a short walk south to Ilica, a busy street filled with shops that connects Ban Jelačić Square with British Square (Britanski trg) to the west. Cross over Ilica (watch for trams when you cross) and make your way to the social hub of Flower Square (Cvjetni trg) and the café-lined Bogovićeva. On the southern side of town you’ll find Marshal Tito Square (Trg Maršala Tita) and the lovely Parisian-style Zrinjevac Square.


Other Neighborhoods


Recent development has reduced some of Lower Town’s importance, with business towers being built slightly south of town and Western-style shopping malls popping up in the west toward Samobor and to the south in Novi Zagreb.


Slightly out of Lower Town, but still quite central, you will find Savska Street, home to Zagreb’s basketball team. Across the Sava River, Novi Zagreb sprang up in the 1960s, an amalgam of soulless apartment buildings, though the area has come into its own recently with the addition of a new shopping mall, the relocated Museum of Contemporary Art, and the renovated riverside Bundek park, a nice place for a stroll on a sunny day. It’s in the northern suburbs, toward Mount Medvednica, where the upper middle class live. Medvednica’s highest peak, Sljeme, is a great place for hiking or picnics on summer weekends. Also bordering the hilly northern suburbs is the vast, leafy Maksimir park.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


It only takes a day to get a good overview of Zagreb: Walk through Upper Town (Gornji Grad), visit a couple of galleries and museums, have a nice lunch, do some window-shopping, and enjoy an evening out. If you have more time, spend it hiking around Sljeme.


Zagreb’s main attractions are all within walking distance of each other, though you’ll do a lot of walking if you want to traverse both the Upper and Lower Towns in a day; the city’s transportation system also makes it pretty easy to whiz around to most of your stops by tram.


Remember that almost everything is closed on Sunday (save for most museums), and most of Upper Town’s museums are closed Monday. In addition, most museums have shortened hours on Saturday and Sunday. Should you find yourself in town on a weekend afternoon, this is the day to head to the slopes of Sljeme or the wide promenades of Maksimir, though on a nice day it may seem the entire city had the same idea.


Spring, early summer, and fall are the best times to visit Zagreb. Fall can sometimes be rainy, but with plenty of crisp, sunny days. Summer is usually bearable, but you may want to avoid town in August, when most of the locals flee to the coast and the proportion of tourists increases significantly. September-May are slower in terms of tourism, but one of the best times to visit Zagreb is the Advent season (basically the entire month of December), when the city’s main attractions are festooned and lit. The rest of the winter is usually gray (though the city still looks quite romantic).
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Itinerary Ideas



DAY ONE


1 Start your morning the way the locals do, with a coffee from one of the cafés on the pretty Flower Square (Cvjetni trg), so named for its lovely flower stands.


2 Wander north to Ban Jelačić Square (Trg bana Jelačićica), Zagreb’s main square and another central meeting point in the city, surrounded by over-the-top classical and Secessionist buildings.


3 Once there, follow the row of fresh flower stands topped with red umbrellas to Dolac Market to join the pre-noon crowd bargaining for fresh produce and buy some ingredients for a picnic.


4 After you’re through haggling, walk northeast to have your lunch on the lovely green slopes of Ribnjak park.


5 Double back to the Cathedral of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, popping in to appreciate the grand, neo-Gothic architecture.


6 Head north to historic Tkalčićeva Street, with its petite colorful buildings straight out of a Brothers Grimm tale. Stop into one of the many cafés for coffee and dessert and do a little window-shopping.


7 Snag a table at tiny La Struk, serving sweet and savory štrukli, or pulled dough stuffed with fillings.


DAY TWO


1 You’ll spend today in Upper Town (Gornji Grad), starting at what was once the eastern entrance to the old town, the 13th-century Stone Gate (Kamenita vrata).


2 Climb north to the Zagreb City Museum, the best place to learn about the history of the capital and the country.


3 Continue on to Meštrović Studio (Meštrović Atelier), where you can view over 300 of the famous Croatian artist’s works and gain insight into his life.


4 Take a break from all the museum-viewing with lunch at Pod Starim Krovovima, which claims to be the oldest café in Zagreb.


5 Pop into one more quirky museum, the one-of-a-kind Museum of Broken Relationships.


6 After getting your fill of the Upper Town’s picturesque streets and taking plenty of photos with the city’s stunning red-roofed skyline, have a special dinner at Trilogija (note that this restaurant is only open for dinner on Fridays and Saturdays).


SUNDAY ANTIQUING IN ZAGREB


1 Have a quick and early breakfast at whatever bakery you find open, and make a beeline to Hrelić, the city’s flea market. You’ll need to take the Sunday-only bus 295 from the main train station (first bus leaves at 7:20am, a 30-minute ride).


2 Head back to central Zagreb and the British Square Antiques Market (open until 2pm), which has a lot more high-end (and high-priced) finds to take home.


3 Have a light lunch (and maybe a glass of wine) at Dežman Bar before heading back to your hotel to take a rest after your early-morning jaunt.


4 Walk south through part of Lower Town’s “green horseshoe,” made up of a string of squares including Zrinjevac Square, possibly Zagreb’s prettiest.


5 To cap off your day of bargain-hunting, splash out on a fancy meal at Zinfandel’s in the historic Regent Esplanade, once a stop on the famed Orient Express.


Sights


BAN JELAČIĆ SQUARE (TRG BANA JELAČIĆA) AND KAPTOL


Ban Jelačić Square has been a meeting point of locals for centuries. Today the square is flanked by some beautiful, if a little over-the-top, examples of classical and Secessionist architecture sporting ugly signs for multinational corporations on their roofs. But what the square lacks in charm it makes up for in convenience. As the city’s largest tram stop, it’s the perfect departure point for seeing the sights and is a popular meeting place for visitors and locals alike. Before heading off, you can stop at the main tourist office, located on the southeastern edge of the square.
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The square is rimmed with cafés that are watering holes for Zagreb’s older elite, politicians, and writers, as well as unsuspecting tourists who will find the prices almost double those of other locations. Ban Jelačić Square is also the site of loud free concerts, political rallies, homecomings for sports figures, and several markets, the largest of which is held at Christmas, with wooden huts selling gifts, souvenirs, and homemade cookies.


Presiding over the square is the statue of Ban Josip Jelačić, sculpted by Viennese artist Antun Fernkorn in 1866. Ban Jelačić is a national hero, a Croatian count and general who abolished serfdom and broke ties with Hungary during a rebellion in 1848. The statue used to face north, with Jelačić’s saber pointing in rebellion against the Austro-Hungarian empire. The Socialist government dismantled the statue in 1947 and it remained in the Academy of Arts and Sciences until 1990, when it was returned to the square, now facing south.


The Manduševac Fountain, on the eastern side of the square, is tied to the history of the city in several interesting ways. It sits on a natural spring that was long a source of water for the city. Legend has it that a war leader returned to the city and asked a beautiful girl named Manda to scoop up some water for him. The story goes that the spring then got its name from the girl, and the city Zagreb got its name from the verb to scoop, zagrabiti. Court records also mention the spring as being a meeting point for witches, which was used as some of the evidence in their persecution.


TOP EXPERIENCE


S Dolac Market


(Tržnica Dolac)


Dolac 9; tel. 01/642-2501; www.trznice-zg.hr; mornings until 2pm daily


North of Ban Jelačić Square, follow the row of fresh flower stands topped with red umbrellas and climb the stairs to Dolac Market, the city’s main market since 1930. If you’re looking for the heart and soul of Zagreb, you’ll find it here. Old men drink tiny glasses of brandy at the old cafés along the market’s edges and watch the crowd bargaining with vendors for fresh produce, herbs, eggs, and homemade cheeses. Summer Fridays and Saturdays, you’ll also spot actors dressed in traditional folk costume to remember the old days. But any time of year the atmosphere is warm and friendly, and you’ll find that even those who can’t speak English will try to converse and are always happy to dole out advice and recipes.
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1: Ban Jelačić Square 2: Dolac Market





This is also a great spot to search for souvenirs. From the more predictable embroidered tablecloths (some in good taste and some not), to the quirky elixirs and health remedies, you should be able to find something worth sticking in your suitcase. My recommendation is to buy a fresh burek from one of the bread shops on the edge to eat right away, and pick up some local olives or a jar of domestic honey seasoned with lavender or rosemary for the trip home.


For a quiet place to munch on your finds from Dolac, head to nearby Ribnjak park (Ribnjak ul; open 24 hours; free), a well-maintained green space in the heart of the city, opened to the public in 1947.


Cathedral of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary


(Katedrala Marijina Uznesenja)


Kaptol 31; tel. 01/481-4727; 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun. and religious holidays; free


The tall, lacy spires of the Cathedral of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary can be seen from many parts of Zagreb, its grandness a bit out of place compared to its more modest surroundings. Built on the site of a small Romanesque church constructed in 1217 by King Ladislaus, the present cathedral, erected in the last half of the 13th century, is now a largely neo-Gothic structure.


A planned renovation to the cathedral in the 19th century became a near rebuilding of the church after a catastrophic earthquake in 1880. The Viennese architect Hermann Bollé integrated the design of the church, a mishmash of styles following years of raids, various archbishops, and subsequent renovations that had all left their mark. Four Renaissance choir stalls and a few medieval frescoes are all that remain of the cathedral before the earthquake. An earthquake in spring of 2020 severely damaged the northern spire and it has been removed for repair.


Other items of note: The carved panels on the side altar are by Albrecht Dürer, and a subtle relief is by Ivan Meštrović, marking the grave of the controversial Archbishop Alojzije Stepinac, convicted by the Yugoslav government of treason and collaboration with the Nazi-aligned Ustaše in 1946. During the Advent season, the Cathedral is decorated with lights, making it an even more beautiful place to visit, particularly once the sun has set. Mass is at 7am, 8am, 9am, and 6pm Mondays to Saturdays, and 7am, 8am, 9am, 10am, 11:30am, and 6pm on Sundays.


Flanking the southern side of the cathedral, the 18th-century Archbishop’s Palace is also quite different than the original structure. All that remains today are the medieval-like turrets.


S Tkalčićeva Street


This pedestrian zone, often referred to simply as Tkalča by the locals, is one of the city’s social hubs, and is packed with bars and restaurants. It takes only 10 minutes to journey between Dolac Market and the end of the pedestrianized area, but it’s a must-do to get a real sense of Zagreb. What is now a stream of people was once an actual stream bed, forming a boundary between the cities of Gradec and Kaptol. The stream was rerouted due to sewage issues, and in the 18th century it became a center for manufacturing, its length lined with workshops making soap, stonework, and liquor, as well as a leather factory.
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1: Cathedral of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary 2: statue of Marija Jurić Zagorka, one of Croatia’s first female journalists 3: Tkalčićeva Street 4: A funicular connects the Upper and Lower Towns.





Today the street’s petite colorful buildings with gingerbread windows look like something straight out of a Brothers Grimm tale. However, don’t let Tkalčićeva’s old-world charm deceive you. It is also home to many up-and-coming Croatian artisans. Spend some time shopping the street’s jewelry ateliers, galleries, and clothing boutiques. As you stroll, stop for a photo with the sculpture of Marija Jurić Zagorka, one of Croatia’s first female journalists and writers. Her most famous work is The Witch of Grič, set amongst the 18th-century’s witch hunts. The statue, by sculptor Stjepan Gračan, was erected in 1991.


To the north, you’ll find Centar Kaptol (Nova ves 11; tel. 01/486-0241; www.centarkaptol.hr; 9am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-2pm Sun., holiday hours vary), a shopping mall that houses a multiplex cinema as well as several chic cocktail bars and restaurants frequented by the city’s young elite.


And, quickly becoming a rival to Tkalčićeva’s history of shops and boutiques, the cobblestoned Radićeva, west of and running parallel to Tkalčićeva, slopes toward the old town and is lined with great local artisans and souvenir shops as well as some nice restaurants. The street is named after Croatian politician Pavle Radić, assassinated in Parliament in Belgrade in 1928 while debating. At the top of Radićeva is a statue of St. George after he killed the dragon. Made by Austrian sculptors Kompatscher and Winder, it was brought to Zagreb in the early 20th century but didn’t arrive at its current location until 1994.




Bloody Bridge (Krvavi Most)


The street called Krvavi Most was once a bridge spanning Medveščak Creek (today Tkalčićeva Street). The creek served as a border between the settlements of Kaptol and Gradec, who rarely got along until they morphed together into the city we call Zagreb today. Residents from both sides had mills along the creek and often got into skirmishes. However, the bridge really got its name from a 1667 battle in which the soldiers of Viceroy Zrinski attacked the citizens of Gradec, resulting in so many injuries and deaths that the waters of the creek supposedly ran red. The bridge was demolished in 1899 after the creek was filled in, but the tiny street’s name keeps a piece of town history alive.





UPPER TOWN (GORNJI GRAD)


S Stone Gate


(Kamenita vrata)


Forming the eastern entrance of the medieval city walls—most of which survive today, still surrounding the Upper Town—the cavern-like Stone Gate, built in 1241 by the Hungarian King Bela IV, is the only gate that remains of the original four that led into the city. The gate has survived renovations, fires, and various motions by the city to tear it down. The last fire, in 1731, spared a small painting of the Virgin Mary and locals considered it a miracle. A small shrine was formed, with an intricate baroque iron gate to protect the painting inside a small niche. Candles flicker against the dark space, lit by those who come to pray and seek help from the Virgin of the Stone Gate, whom the archbishop of Zagreb proclaimed a special protector of the city in 1991. It’s a quiet, reverent way to enter the old part of town, and clearly marks your departure from modernity.


The rooms in the buildings that line the city gate were originally used as storage areas, but in the 17th century they were converted into small shops. The pharmacy at Kamenita Street 9 continues the apothecary tradition started in the 14th century, when a pharmacy occupied the same space. A plaque on the building claims that the grandson of the famous author Dante worked in the apothecary in 1399.


S Zagreb City Museum


(Muzej Grada Zagreba)


Opatička 20; tel. 01/485-1361; www.mgz.hr; 10am-7pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-2pm Sun., closed holidays; €4


Following the city’s development from prehistory to the 20th century, Zagreb City Museum is definitely worth a visit to get a feel for Zagreb’s origins and history from prehistoric times. Located in the 17th-century convent of the Poor Clares, the museum houses a good mix of exhibits, including portraits, regional dress, everyday objects, socialist posters, and several scale models of Zagreb throughout the centuries. Children will enjoy the re-creations of early-20th-century storefronts and a room dedicated to Croatian animation. A scale model of the city gives a bird’s-eye view of the landscape. Most impressive, though, is the somber yet exquisite reconstructed portal of the cathedral before its 19th-century renovation. The addition of descriptions in English has made the museum a must-see during your stay for a great view of the city through the ages. Easily doable in an hour or so, it’s a great jumping off point for getting to know Zagreb more deeply and taking in a visual timeline of the city’s (and the country’s) history.
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1: Zagreb’s 13th-century Stone Gate 2: Zagreb City Museum 3: narrow street in Upper Town 4: Croatian National Theatre, Marshal Tito Square






S Meštrović Studio



(Meštrović Atelier)


Mletačka 8; tel. 01/485-1123; www.mestrovic.hr; 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat.-Sun., closed holidays; €4


The Meštrović Studio is set in the home where famed sculptor Ivan Meštrović lived between 1924 and 1942. This cozy little museum is not only home to some 300 Meštrović sculptures and drawings, but is also an intimate look into the life of the artist. His sunny studio is light-filled even on a rainy day, and is so simple and beautiful that it may be hard to leave.


The sculptor Ivan Meštrović was born in 1883 in Slavonia, though he spent most of his life in Drniš in Dalmatia. His family was poor, and daily chores left no time for him to go to school, though he managed to teach himself to read and write. He was an excellent self-taught artist and managed to land an apprenticeship with a stonemason in Split, where he was discovered and sent to study at Vienna’s prestigious Academy of Art.


Meštrović’s talent gained him success almost from the start, and soon his work was a part of important exhibitions. His early pieces reflect the influence of Rodin, whom he knew in Vienna, but his work quickly developed into a style all his own, more minimalist and full of emotion. Meštrović is an important figure not only for his talent as a sculptor but also for the political impact he had as an artist committed to the idea of a unified Slav nation, seen in his 1910 sculpture of the Serbian hero Kraljević Marko, on display today in the studio.


Imprisoned by the Ustaše in 1941, he was later freed and allowed to leave the country. Although Tito tried to get Meštrović to return to his homeland, the sculptor opted to work as a professor in the United States. Most of his later work revolves around religious themes. He died in 1962.


Those just looking for an overview can easily visit the museum in less than an hour, but art lovers may want to spend longer meditating on the pieces on display.


St. Mark’s Church


(Crkva Svetog Marka)


Trg svetog Marka 5; tel. 01/485-1611; 11am-4pm and 5:30pm-7pm daily, posted hours not always observed; free


St. Mark’s Church just might be one of the most photographed buildings in Croatia. Its colorful roof tiles, the most unique feature of the church, depict the coat of arms of Zagreb (the white castle on a red background) and the Triune Kingdom of Croatia, Slavonia, and Dalmatia (on the left if you’re facing the church). You’ll probably recognize the red and white checkerboard design, called the šahovnica, from the modern-day Croatian flag. It has been a symbol of Croatia since medieval times. Dalmatia is represented by the three lions’ heads and Slavonia by the marten, or kuna, the national animal of Croatia and also its former currency’s namesake.


The Romanesque window on the south side of the church helps support the claim that the church may have been built as early as the 13th century, but earthquake, fire, and well-intentioned reconstructions have left little of the original structure. The simple Gothic church has a rather pretty south portal, original to the church, the work of 15th-century sculptors from Prague. Neo-Gothic elements were added by the architect Herman Bollé at the end of the 19th century. There are several works in the church by sculptor Ivan Meštrović in the 1930s, including the crucifix above the main altar, the Pieta, and the Madonna as a village woman.


Mass is at 6pm Monday through Friday, 7:30am on Saturday, and 10:30am and 6pm on Sunday.


St. Mark’s Square


(Markov Trg)


Outside the church on Markov trg, if you have the feeling you’re being watched, you probably are. The square is home to Croatia’s government, and men in dark suits protecting the country’s politicos are a regular fixture here, explaining the proliferation of sleek black cars parked in the square. At the corner of the square and Ćirilometodska Street is the Town Hall, now used only for special meetings of Zagreb’s Town Council and wedding ceremonies. The Sabor, or Parliament, is housed in the buildings on the eastern side of the square, and the Governor’s Palace (Banski dvor), the former baroque residence of the civil governor of Croatia, is now the official seat of the government. It was also once the home of Ban Josip Jelačić.




Finding the Works of Ivan Meštrović in Croatia


Croatia’s most famous sculptor, Ivan Meštrović spent a good portion of his life outside of the country, and his works can be found in places as far as Chicago’s Grant Park, where his 1924 sculpture of two Native Americans on horseback is on display. Still, art lovers should be on the lookout for Meštrović’s work throughout their time in Croatia. Outside of his well-preserved studio (click here), here are some of the sculptor’s most prominent works covered in this book:


• St. Mark’s Church, Zagreb (click here): The crucifix above the main altar, as well as the Pieta and a depiction of the Madonna as a local village woman, give a modern flair to the historic church.


• Well of Life, Zagreb (click here): In this statue in front of the Croatian National Theatre, figures from various stages of life peer into a well, symbolizing life and its joys. The expressions of the faces on the sculptures tell the story of life and its cycle.


• Statue of Grgur Ninski, Split (click here): The 28-foot-high (8.5-m-high) sculpture of the medieval bishop who introduced the Croatian language to Catholic church services is famous for imparting luck to those who rub his well-worn big toe.


• Ivan Meštrović Gallery, Split (click here): This beautiful villa, designed by the sculptor for his family, is another great spot to get to know the life and works of the artist.





Surrounding the square are a few museums, the Croatian History Museum (Hrvatski povijesni muzej, Matoševa 9; tel. 01/485-1900; www.hismus.hr; 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-1pm Sat.-Sun., closed holidays; €2) and the Croatian Natural History Museum (Hrvatski prirodoslovni muzej, Demetrova 1; tel. 01/485-1700; www.hpm.hr; 10am-5pm Tues., Wed., and Fri., 10am-8pm Thurs., 10am-7pm Sat., 10am-1pm Sun., closed holidays; €4), both of which need not be the first on your list unless you are a big history fan or have a lot of time.


S Museum of Broken Relationships


(Muzej Prekinutih Veza)


Sv. Ćirila i Metoda 2; tel. 01/485-1021; www.brokenships.com; 9am-10:30pm June-Sept., 9am-9pm Oct.-May, closed holidays; €5


Started in Zagreb as a touring exhibit, the Museum of Broken Relationships houses artifacts from failed romances around the world. Founded by two Croatian artists, who joked about starting a museum to commemorate their failed relationship, the former couple started the project in earnest at the 41st Zagreb Salon, taking their show on the road internationally in the years afterward. In 2010 the museum found a hugely popular, permanent home in the Upper Town and now has a permanent outpost in Los Angeles and an internationally distributed book showcasing the museum’s exhibits. Objects signifying the end of a relationship, from toys and postcards to fuzzy handcuffs and three volumes of Proust, are accompanied by the stories they tell. You will leave with a sense of having read a hundred romances, some funny, some sad, but all quite human. With translations of the stories of the objects in English, the museum is easy to add to an evening in the old town thanks to its extended hours.




The Croatian Naive Art Movement


The naive art movement in Croatia was started in the late 1920s and 1930s by an academically trained artist, Krsto Hegedušić. A native of Hlebine, a tiny town about 71 miles (115 km) northeast of Zagreb, the young talented painter won a scholarship to Paris, where he was fascinated by the works of Pieter Bruegehl and Henri Rousseau. After returning to Croatia, he founded the Hlebine school with a small group of untrained painters in the village of Hlebine. With his support, self-taught artists like Ivan Generalić and Franjo Mraz began exhibiting more widely and started using a traditional technique of painting on glass with oil.


MAJOR ARTISTS AND THEMES


Though their work does include a few jaunty pictures of village life, most of Generalić’s and Mraz’s work is dark and sometimes gruesome, portraying the hardships of peasants and the realities of war. The strong political messages and socialist exhibitions by the Hlebine painters came to an ugly end when Mirko Virius, an artist with a no-holds-barred approach to depicting rural poverty, was killed by the Ustaše in a concentration camp. The movement then entered a surrealist phase, with works by Generalić and a new generation of naive painters that included his son Josip and another artist, Ivan Rabuzin, displaying often distorted, dreamlike pieces.


NAIVE ART TODAY


Much of naive art today is more decorative than artistic, though the village of Hlebine remains a haven for the purest form of the craft, home to the Croatian Museum of Naive Art (click here).





Croatian Museum of Naive Art


(Hrvatski Muzej Naivne Umjetnosti)


Ćirilometodska ul. 3; tel. 01/485-1911; www.hmnu.hr; 10am-5pm Tues.-Fri., closed holidays; €5


The small Croatian Museum of Naive Art displays simple, organic art that shouldn’t be missed. Similar to folk art, naive art is produced by artists without formal training. Often reverse painting on glass, naive artists depict sometimes lively, sometimes sobering scenes of peasant and village life. Most of the works in this collection are by the movement’s most famous painter, Ivan Generalić, though other artists—both Croatian and international—are also on display.


Klovićevi dvori Gallery


(Galerija Klovićevi Dvori)


Jezuitski trg 4; tel. 01/485-2117; www.gkd.hr; 11am-7pm Tues.-Sun.; €5


Jezuitski trg (Jesuit’s Square), marked by the fountain depicting a fisherman wrestling a snake, is home to the Klovićevi dvori Gallery, once a 17th-century Jesuit monastery. Four floors of space house a small collection of permanent art and host important exhibitions, around 30 a year, often of well-known international artists such as Picasso and Chagall.


Jesuit Church of St. Catherine


(Crkva Svete Katerine)


Katarinin Trg; 10am-1pm daily; free


In Katarinin trg, or St. Catherine’s Square—a square neighboring Jesuit’s Square—is the 17th-century Jesuit Church of St. Catherine, a jewel-box baroque church that is worth a peek. Built between 1620 and 1632, it is the earliest example of baroque religious architecture in Zagreb. The facade was damaged in the 1880 earthquake and rebuilt by architect Herman Bollé. Behind the church, there is a beautiful panoramic viewpoint of the city not to be missed.


Burglars’ Tower


(Kula Lotrščak)


Strossmayerovo šetalište 9; tel. 01/485-1768; www.gkd.hr/kula-lotrscak; 9am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-9pm Sat. and Sun.; €3


The Romanesque Burglars’ Tower, dating from the 13th century, was built by the people of Gradec to protect the city from the Tatars and thieves. At the time, loud bells warned citizens of fires, storms, and the closing of the city gates every evening. In the 19th century a fourth floor was added and later a cannon, to help the churches’ bell-ringers know when it was noon. The cannon is still fired every day at noon, these days letting locals know it’s time for lunch. Hike up the narrow staircase for a red-tiled-roof view of Zagreb.


In front of the tower you’ll find the Strossmayer Promenade (Strossmayerovo šetalište), a promenade named after Josip Juraj Strossmayer, bishop of Đakovo. It’s worth a stroll to see the magnificent city views and pose on the bench with the sculpture of Antun Gustav Matoš, one of Croatia’s best-loved poets.


Grič Tunnel


(Tunel Grič)


Mesnička 19; 9am-10pm daily; free


The Grič Tunnel is an underground passage built as an air-raid shelter during World War II and used as a bomb shelter during the Croatian War of Independence. It connects Mesnička and Radićeva streets and takes about 10-15 minutes to walk through. It is well-lit and offers a cool respite on a hot day. During Advent, the tunnel is decorated beautifully, and you will not regret taking a few minutes to see it.


Funicular


(Uspinjača)


Tomićeva ulica; tel. 01/483-3912; every 10 minutes 6:30am-10pm daily; €1 one-way


At the base of Burglars’ Tower, the funicular transports passengers—some 750,000 a year—down to the Lower Town (and back up again if they wish). The 216-foot-long (66-m-long) funicular, the shortest in the world, is one of the oldest forms of public transportation in the city, established around the same time the horse-drawn tram appeared on Zagreb’s streets. During Advent weekends the funicular is free.


LOWER TOWN (DONJI GRAD)


The Lower Town, filled with beautiful Austro-Hungarian buildings, is distinguished by what’s known as the “green horseshoe,” a system of parks and squares designed by 19th-century urban planner Milan Lenuci.



[image: image]



Flower Square


(Cvjetni Trg)


You can’t leave Croatia without having coffee on this square, which locals almost never refer to by its official name, Preradović’s Square (Preradovićev trg). They instead call it Flower Square (Cvjetni trg), because it was the site of a Parisian-style flower market until the 1980s and is still the home of several florist stands (open daily). Sunny days seem to bring out all of Zagreb to the cafés along Bogovićeva and Preradovićeva, near Flower Square. Before leaving Cvjetni trg to have a coffee yourself, peep inside the small Serbian Orthodox Church (Pravoslavna crkva) (hours vary; free). The quiet, icon-filled space is a tranquil respite from the activity outside.




[image: image]


people having morning coffee at Flower Square





Museum of Illusions


(Muzej Iluzija)


Ilica 72; tel. 01/799-9609; www.muzejiluzija.com; 9am-10pm daily; €5


This museum hosts more than 70 exhibits that not only play tricks on your eyes, but also highlight how our brain doesn’t always process the truth properly. Walk in a slanted room, look in a true mirror, or take a picture of your head on a platter.



Marshal Tito Square



(Trg Maršala Tita)


The center of Marshal Tito Square is dominated by the Croatian National Theatre (Hrvatsko Narodno Kazalište), a massive yellow neo-baroque wedding cake of a building. On the western side of the square, you’ll find the Museum of Arts and Crafts (Muzej za umjetnost i obrt). The northern and eastern sides of the square are flanked by the beautiful buildings of Zagreb’s Law Faculty (Pravni Fakultet), holding their own against the theater with their more austere but equally glorious Austro-Hungarian facades.


The square is also home to three sculptures. Ivan Meštrović’s beautiful 1905 piece Well of Life is in front of the theater, while his History of the Croats stands in front of the yellow building in the northwest corner. And, tucked amongst the trees in the southwestern corner, is a piece by Fernkorn of St. George killing a dragon.


MUSEUM OF ARTS AND CRAFTS


(Muzej Za Umjetnost i Obrt)


Trg maršala Tita 10; tel. 01/488-2111; www.muo.hr; 10am-7pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-2pm Sun.; €5


The Museum of Arts and Crafts is a veritable wonderland for anyone who loves interiors. Its impressive exhibits range from furniture to porcelain to religious art, and the space itself, with its central atrium rimmed with intricate cast-iron handrails, is truly a don’t-miss for design fans.


Mimara Museum


(Muzej Mimara)


Trg Franklina Roosevelta 5; tel. 01/482-8100; www.mimara.hr; 10am-5pm Tues., Wed., Fri., and Sat., 10am-7pm Thurs., 10am-2pm Sun. Oct.-June, 10am-7pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat., 10am-2pm Sun. July-Sept.; €5


Housed in a sprawling 19th-century building, once a local high school, the Mimara Museum is the collection of Ante Topić Mimara, who made money abroad and donated the artwork he amassed to the nation. There’s lots of controversy surrounding Mimara, from just who he was, to how he made his money, to whether some of the pieces in his collection are real or fake.


With close to 4,000 works of art and some big names attached like Van Gogh, Rubens, Renoir, and Manet, plus prehistoric artifacts, glassware, and sculpture, the museum displays just about everything that falls under the heading “art.”



Ethnographic Museum



(Etnografski Muzej)


Trg Mažuranića 14; tel. 01/482-6220; www.emz.hr [URL inactive]; 10am-6pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-1pm Sat.-Sun.; €3


One of the most under-visited museums in town, the Ethnographic Museum not only has an impressive collection of regional costumes from around the country, but the building itself, with a gorgeous art nouveau cupola, is worth checking out. Items on exhibit have descriptions in English.


State Archives


(Državni Arhiv)


Marulićev trg 21; tel. 01/480-1999; www.arhiv.hr; 8:15am-3:45pm Mon.-Wed., 8:15am-5:45pm Thurs., 8:15am-2:45pm Fri.; €3


Most people would bypass the State Archives on Marulić Square (Marulićev trg) with only a passing nod to the beautiful building, built in 1913 as the University Library. However, if you have the time, it’s really worth catching the daily guided tours (times vary; see website for updated schedule) to see the interior of one of the city’s most impressive art nouveau buildings. The building is full of elaborate marble and dripping, decadent crystal chandeliers. Best are the reading rooms, full of soaring ceilings and leaded-glass windows, particularly the Professor’s Reading Room. A sort of chapel to academia, the cozy wood-paneled room is filled with its share of opulence, particularly the art nouveau paintings of nudes celebrating higher learning. Behind the building, facing the Botanical Gardens, is a statue of Marko Marulić, the 15th-century poet the square is named after.


Botanical Gardens


(Botanički Vrt)


Marulićev trg 9a; tel. 01/489-8066; botanickivrt.biol.pmf.hr; 9am-sunset or 7pm, Apr.-Oct.; free


The land for the Botanical Gardens was given as a gift to the University of Zagreb from the city in 1889 on the condition that its gates would be open to the public free of charge. Over 100 years later, the university still honors the promise and provides a green oasis for locals and visitors to stop and reflect in the center of the city. Open spring through fall, the winding gravel paths pass through nicely maintained flower beds and thousands of specimens of plants. You’ll see families out for a stroll, young couples meeting for a chat during their lunch break, and those who just decided to take a greener detour amid the car-packed city streets. Don’t miss the beautifully restored Exhibition Pavilion, which as recently as 2004 was decaying into ruin.


Tomislav Square


(Tomislavov Trg)


East of the Botanical Gardens and past the grand Regent Esplanade hotel is a long stretch of green that signals your arrival at Tomislav Square. In this square, named for the first Croatian king, a statue of the 10th-century Tomislav on horseback greets travelers spilling out of the Main Train Station (Glavni Kolodvor). In December, it’s home to a temporary ice-skating rink.


At the other end of the square is the yellow-hued neoclassical Art Pavilion (Umjetnički paviljon) (Trg kralja Tomislava 22; tel. 01/484-1070; www.umjetnicki-paviljon.hr; 11am-7pm Tues.-Sun.; €4), designed by Viennese architects Ferdinand Fellner and Hermann Helmer. Opened in 1898, it still hosts temporary art exhibits and special functions.


Typhlological Museum


(Tiflološki Muzej)


Draškovićeva 80/II; tel. 01/481-1102; www.tifloloskimuzej.hr; 9am-4pm Mon.-Wed. and Fri., 9am-8pm Thurs.; €3


The Typhlological Museum is a journey into the world of those without sight. The museum has some interesting interactive exhibits, like the Dark Room, where you can experience what it is like to be blind, and a typewriter on which you can type in Braille and take the paper with you as a souvenir. You can also learn about Braille, appreciate sculptures created by blind artists, and more. All exhibits are labeled in English and in Braille.



Strossmayerov Square



(Strossmayerov Trg)


This quiet square is presided over by a statue of the Bishop Josip Juraj Strossmayer, a Catholic bishop who advocated for the unification of the South Slavic peoples.


STROSSMAYER GALLERY OF OLD MASTERS


(Strossmayerova Galerija Starih Majstora)


Trg N. Š. Zrinskog 11; tel. 01/489-5117; 10am-7pm Tues., 10am-4pm Wed.-Fri., 10am-1pm Sat.-Sun.; €4


The Strossmayer Gallery of Old Masters is a small but impressive collection of rich paintings, including works by Tintoretto and El Greco, located in the Croatian Academy of Arts and Sciences. The most important Croatian work on display is the 11th-century Baška tablet (Bašćanska ploča), found on the island of Krk. It is the oldest example of Glagolitic script, the writing of the medieval Croatian church. A statue by Ivan Meštrović of Bishop Juraj Strossmayer, the founder of the Yugoslav Academy for Arts and Sciences, is located behind the building.


Modern Gallery


(Moderna Galerija)


Andrije Hebranga 1; tel. 01/604-1040; www.moderna-galerija.hr; 11am-7pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-2pm Sat.-Sun.; €5


Across the street from the Strossmayer Gallery is the Modern Gallery, with a nice permanent exhibition entitled 200 Years of Croatian Art.


Zrinjevac Square


(Zrinjevac Trg)


Possibly the prettiest of Zagreb’s squares, Zrinjevac is lined by giant trees with crackled white and gray bark and surrounded by some of the city’s loveliest architecture. It was used as the city’s cattle market when it was moved from Ban Jelačić Square in 1830, then turned into a park in 1872, the same year the now-massive plane trees were planted, using seeds from Trieste, Italy. Named for the 16th-century count Zrinski, who died fighting the Turks, it was designed by Milan Lenucij, who went on to design the other squares (Strossmayer, Tomislav, Starčević, Marulić, Mažuranić, Maršal Tito) that form the city’s “green horseshoe.” Soon Zagreb’s elite were constructing mansions along the square; the grand buildings are a great sampling of the city’s most prominent architects during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. In the summer, classical music concerts are often held in the music pavilion, and the fountain designed by Bollé still patters with water. However, perhaps the two most interesting features of the square are the meteorological post, donated by a local doctor in 1884, where you can check the ever-changing weather, and the portrait by Oton Iveković of the square’s namesake, Nikola Zrinksi, at No. 20.


ARCHAEOLOGICAL MUSEUM


(Arheološki Muzej)


Trg N. Š. Zrinskog 19; tel. 01/487-3000; www.amz.hr; 10am-6pm Tues., Wed., Fri., and Sat., 10am-8pm Thurs., 10am-1pm Sun.; €4, free first Sunday of the month


The Archaeological Museum in Zrinjevac is worth a visit. Within an interesting art nouveau building is an impressive collection, from prehistory finds around northern Croatia to the pottery of Greek settlements on the Adriatic coast. The most interesting exhibits are likely the local pottery and jewelry from the Bronze Age, including the famous Vučedol Pigeon, a pouring vessel iconic to the country. There is also an interesting Egyptian exhibit and an exposed mummy, its linen wrappings laden with Etruscan text displayed on the wall beside it. In the summer months, a café serves drinks in the museum’s garden. Tours are available at 3pm on Saturdays.


House of Croatian Artists


(Dom Hrvatskih Likovnih Umjetnika)


Trg žrtava fašizma 16; tel. 01/461-1818; www.hdlu.hr; hours and entry price vary depending on exhibit


This large circular structure is the House of Croatian Artists, completed as an art gallery in 1938 based on a plan by Ivan Meštrović. In 1941 it was turned into a mosque, complete with three minarets, to build Bosnian Muslim support for the NDH, a pro-Nazi puppet state that was in power at the time. In 1945 it became the Museum of People’s Liberation; the minarets were pulled down four years later. In 1991 the building was returned to its original purpose and currently houses excellent contemporary art exhibitions.


The House of Croatian artists sits in the middle of Victims of Fascism Square (Trg žrtava fašizma), which the city tried to rename the Square of Great Croatians (Trg hrvatskih velikana) in 1990. Anti-fascist groups protested until the former name was returned.


NOVI ZAGREB


Museum of Contemporary Art


(Muzej Suvremene Umjetnosti Zagreb)


Avenija Dubrovnik 17; tel. 01/605-2700; www.msu.hr; 11am-6pm Tues.-Sun., 11am-8pm Sat.; €4, free the first Wednesday of each month


Just across the river Sava, the Museum of Contemporary Art has been around since 1954, but its new location makes it seem brand new. The more than 600 permanent pieces showcase Croatian and international artwork from the 1950s to today, and temporary exhibits change every two to three months. Mobile guides in several languages and free Wi-Fi connection make for a pleasant and informative tour. In the summers there is often live music on the rooftop bar, and some of the interactive exhibits such as the ductwork-like slide are nice, but the museum seems to have a love-it-or-hate-it impression on most visitors.


SAVSKA STREET


Savska Street is a bit of a trek from the city’s most-frequented sight: To get here from the Mimara Museum, just keep heading south along Savska toward the cylindrical window-filled Cibona Tower (the home of Zagreb’s basketball team, which plays next door in the Dražen Petrović Basketball Center).


Technical Museum


(Tehnički Muzej)


Savska cesta 18; tel. 01/484-4050; www.tehnicki-muzej.hr; 9am-5pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-1pm Sat.-Sun.; €3


The Technical Museum on Savska Street houses an interesting array of machinery, engines, a transportation exhibit, and even a WWII submarine. There’s also a planetarium (same hours, €2) and reconstructions of a mine shaft and even the laboratory of native son Nikola Tesla, who was born in the village of Smiljan in Northern Dalmatia, in 1856. It’s worth a stop if you’re a big fan of science or have never made it to the Smithsonian.


NORTH OF CITY CENTER


Mirogoj


Aleja Hermanna Bollea 27; www.gradskagroblja.hr; 6am-8pm Apr.-Oct.; 7:30am-6pm Nov.-Mar.; free


Though it may seem morbid to spend one’s holiday poking around a cemetery, Mirogoj is considered one of the most beautiful memorial parks in Europe, and is also a major Zagreb landmark. It looks like a fortress for the dead, with its high brick walls topped by cupolas that appear to guard the graves beyond. Known for its grand architecture (the main building was designed by Bollé) and the famous Croatians buried there, it is also interesting for its example of religious tolerance, with Catholic, Orthodox, Muslim, and Jewish tombstones lying side by side. The place is vast—it is the final resting place of some 300,000 people—but the most outstanding features are found along the arcades that extend from either side of the main building, with their haunting cast-iron lanterns and magnificent, somber sculptures watching over the graves of Croatia’s most famous historical figures. To get there from the center, take bus 106 from the cathedral or tram 14 going east toward Mihaljevac, get out at the fourth stop (Gupčeva zvijezda), and walk for about five minutes uphill.




Sljeme’s Warming Huts
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typical warming hut on Mount Medvednica





Perhaps the most charming attractions of Sljeme are the many stops where you can replenish your reserves for the return journey. Many of these alpine-style huts were built by state-run companies during the communist era for their workers to enjoy. Some of these are currently abandoned, but some are still operating and are the perfect spot to stop and top up your reserves for hiking.


On a crisp day you’ll see young and old as well as biking enthusiasts sharing tables with children in strollers, along with old men with coordinating scarves, alpine hats, and pants similar to jodhpurs out in large groups—they take their hiking seriously. Feel free to sit down at any table with a free spot and start a conversation over some mulled wine. The spirit of community and equality that infuses the cool air today is a stark contrast to the new Eastern Europe. Many things are changing, most for the better, in the new, more Western Croatia, but this sense of society, of the communing of the people, may be one remnant of the old regime worth preserving.


My favorite place to visit is Puntijarka (Sljemenska cesta 4/5; tel. 01/458-0384; 9am-7pm daily except major holidays; €6-12), the restaurant of the Mountaineering Society. Old and young gather to share bowls of beans (locally called grah) and mugs of beer at dozens of picnic tables outfitted with holes to accommodate walking sticks. The lively sounds of the musicians’ accordions and tambura accompany the crowd’s appetite. Beginning outside, a long line forms to sample simple but enchanting entrées, including roast chicken, sausages, and walnut cake.





Mount Medvednica


S SLJEME


With its densely forested slopes and endless trails, an excursion to Mount Medvednica is great almost any time of the year. The mountain range stretches along the northern side of town, from the western suburbs to slightly east of the center; its highest peak and most developed mountain, Sljeme, is a popular weekend excursion for locals. In nice weather, a hike or an outdoor lunch near the top are reasons enough to go. In snowy weather, there are some bunny slopes and spots for sledding to keep you occupied.


Sljeme is reached by driving along Ribnjak out of the center until you see signs pointing right to Sljeme via Gračanska cesta, around a 15-minute drive. There is no parking lot, but you can park on the side of the road—just look for lots of cars parked and you will know you are in the right spot! You can also take tram 14 to Mihaljevac, and then tram 15 to the last stop, Dolje (20 minutes; €1). From there it’s a short 10-minute walk to the cable car station (currently under construction at the time of writing; around €7) or about a 3-hour (6-mi/10-km) hike to the top. There is a sign near the trailhead (prilaz Kraljičinom zdencu in the Sestine neighborhood of Zagreb) with a map and more information, but to get additional details and maps, stop by the main tourist office before your visit.


Sljeme also has decent skiing for beginners; during the ski season, more info can be found by calling 01/455-5827 or going online at www.sljeme.hr. Local outfitter Žuti Mačak (Hvarska 1c; tel. 01/619-2620; www.zutimacak.hr; 9am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat.) offers ski lessons with English-speaking instructors and equipment rental on Sljeme. Call ahead to make arrangements.


MEDVEDGRAD FORTRESS


tel. 01/458-6317; www.medvedgrad.eu; Tues-Sun. 9am-4pm, May-Nov.; €3


Four kilometers (2.5 miles) southwest of Sljeme, the highest peak of Mount Medvednica in the north of Zagreb, is the 13th-century Medvedgrad fortress. Built to defend against Tatar attacks, it was abandoned in 1571 and remained neglected until it was rebuilt in the 1990s. A Homeland Altar (Oltar domovine) with an eternal flame surrounded by sculptures in the form of tears looks somewhat out of place in these medieval surroundings, though it’s an important photo stop for Croatian politicians. There are some great views from here and a restaurant serving typical dishes. In July the fortress is home to Medvedgrad Musical Evenings and in late September to a medieval folklore festival.
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1: Festival of Lights 2: Sljeme is a winter wonderland within easy reach of Zagreb. 3: Medvedgrad fortress





Arts and Entertainment


THEATERS AND DANCE


CROATIAN NATIONAL THEATRE


(Hrvatsko Narodno Kazalište)


Trg maršala Tita 15; tel. 01/482-8532; www.hnk.hr; box office 10am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-1pm Sat., and 1.5 hours before performances


Built by Viennese architects Ferdinand Fellner and Herman Helmer, who designed 40 theaters in Europe, the Croatian National Theatre (also known as HNK) was opened in 1895 by the Emperor Franz Josef I, who beat on the balcony above the main entrance with a silver hammer. Inside the domed ceilings, frescoes and gilt-laden balconies are just the right environment for taking in an opera or a ballet, a must if you want to get a peek at the interior. (Or, just walk up and see if it happens to be open.) Performed mostly in Croatian, ballet and opera tickets range from €12-21, while theater tickets can be had for €7-12.


EXIT


Ilica 208; tel. 01/370-4120; www.teatarexit.hr; box office 4:30pm-8pm Tues.-Sat.


Exit is a small studio theater with some good contemporary plays, almost exclusively in Croatian. The theater is centrally located and continues a robust program even in summers, when many locals have made an exodus from the city.


CLASSICAL MUSIC


VATROSLAV LISINSKI CONCERT HALL


(Koncertna Dvorana Vatroslav Lisinski)


Trg Stjepana Radića 4; tel. 01/612-1167; www.lisinski.hr; 10am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-2pm Sat. and 2 hours before events Sat. and Sun.


Named for the composer of the first Croatian opera, Vatroslav Lisinski Concert Hall was designed in the late 1950s but completed in 1973. Though it has seen several renovations, some mid-century design elements remain. The concert hall has hosted occasional big names like the late Cesaria Evora as well as regular performances by the Zagreb Philharmonic and the Croatian Radio Symphony Orchestra. Call or go online for a list of concerts.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Spring


FESTIVAL OF LIGHTS


Various locations; www.festivaloflightszagreb.com [URL inactive]; Mar.; free


New in 2017, the Festival of Lights (four days in March) has artists transform buildings and landmarks with lights and projector installations, turning the town into an interactive art gallery.


ZAGREB BEER FEST


Trg Francuske Republike; May; €7


Who says all beer festivals have to be in October? For a long weekend in May, the Zagreb Beer Fest brings craft beer and music together with dozens of concerts.


ANIMAFEST: WORLD FESTIVAL OF ANIMATED FILMS


Kino Europa and other locations; www.animafest.hr; late May-early June; tickets from approximately €7


This 30-year-old festival, now held on a yearly basis, screens excellent feature-length and short animated films from international filmmakers, including categories for student films and short films made for the Internet.


Summer


SUMMER ON STROSS


Strossmeyer promenade; www.ljetonastrosu.com; June-Aug.


The romantic Strossmayer promenade comes to life with kiosks, art vendors, musicians, and more during the Summer on Stross (Ljeto na Strosu).


INMUSIC FESTIVAL


Jarun Lake; www.inmusicfestival.com; June; festival ticket €56


Croatia’s largest outdoor music festival draws upwards of 50,000 people to listen to a host of rock and urban bands on the shores of Zagreb’s Jarun Lake, a 15-minute drive west of the center.


INTERNATIONAL FOLKLORE FESTIVAL


Ban Jelačić Square; www.msf.hr; July; free


Teeming with colorful costumes from all over Croatia, Ban Jelačić Square comes alive with dance and music performances as well as stands selling hundreds of handicrafts during the International Folklore Festival.


ZAGREB SUMMER EVENINGS


Upper Town; www.infozagreb.hr; July; free


In the Upper Town, Zagreb Summer Evenings, featuring orchestral and chamber music, plays to good-size crowds who come to enjoy the wide range of international performers.


THE COURTYARDS


Upper Town; dvorista.in; July; free


During one of Zagreb’s most lovely and lively events, multiple Upper Town secret gardens and courtyards are opened to the public, and are filled with bars, musicians, and a party-like atmosphere for 10 evenings every July.


INTERNATIONAL FESTIVAL OF PUPPET THEATER


Various locations; www.pif.hr; late Aug.; €2-4


Featuring wonderful puppet productions from all over central and eastern Europe for almost 50 years, the International Festival of Puppet Theater is a must-see for kids, and has a few shows aimed at adults as well.



Sports and Recreation



PARKS


S MAKSIMIR


Maksimir; dawn-sunset daily


A bit off the main drag—approximately 2 miles (3.2 km) east of Ban Jelačić Square, about a five-minute drive—Maksimir park is filled with hills, 19th-century follies, cafés, and even a little zoo. The park was founded in 1774 by the Bishop Maximilian Vrhovac, originally constructed in the baroque French style, with three radial paths that still exist today. Subsequent Bishops Aleksandar Alagović and Juraj Haulik expanded on his design, incorporating many English features.




[image: image]


autumn in Maksimir park





In addition to its wide, straight promenade, there are dozens of smaller forested paths on which to lose an afternoon. When you’re done with exercise, join a crowd of locals at the Gazebo, rising above the end of the main promenade, for a peaceful view of the park and a little liquid refreshment. Maksimir park is also home to the small but well-thought-out Zagreb Zoo (Maksimir; tel. 01/230-2198; www.zgzoo.com [URL inactive]; ticket office 9am-6pm daily July-Aug., 9am-6:30pm daily Sept., 9am-4pm daily Oct.-June; €3); children will appreciate the Echo Pavilion, built in 1840, located near the zoo’s entrance. To get to the park from the main square, take trams 11 or 12 (20 minutes; €1), in the Dubrava direction.


BUNDEK


Ul. Damira Tomljanovića


A lake just off the banks of the Sava River in Novi Zagreb, Bundek experienced a rebirth in 2006. The area, once filled with litter, is now a clean, busy, family-friendly park with impeccably maintained flower beds, great paths, one of the nicest playgrounds in Zagreb, and a pebbly beach serviced by a few waterside cafés. If it’s a hot day, it’s a pleasant place for a dip. To get there from Ban Jelačić Square, take tram 14 or 6 in the direction of Novi Zagreb to the Sopot stop. From there, it’s just a short walk.


GUIDED TOURS


CITY TOUR ZAGREB


tel. 097/720-9390; zagrebcitytour.com; €15


If you’d like someone to take you around town, the tourist office can hook you up with a private guide or you can catch a ride on the city’s hop-on/hop-off City Tour Zagreb bus. Buy tickets and check the schedule of stops online.




Dražen Petrović, Beloved Basketball Star


Croatia is a tiny country full of successful athletes, from Wimbledon-winning tennis stars to Olympic gold medalists. But basketball player Dražen Petrović was in a league of his own. Born in Šibenik in 1964, he grew up playing basketball and soon moved from Zagreb’s Cibona team to Spain’s Real Madrid and finally to the NBA, at a time when European players were the exception rather than the norm. He played for the Portland Trail Blazers and the New Jersey Nets, where he earned the title of team MVP.


In the summer of 1993, after his best NBA season ever, he traveled to Poland to play with the Croatian National Team in a qualification tournament. He made the fateful decision to drive back to Croatia with friends and was killed in a high-speed crash on June 7, 1993.


The impact of his death on the country was intense. Seeing a wonderful player and a great person struck down in the prime of his life would have been enough cause for sadness. But the death of a role model at a time when young men were still dying for Croatia’s independence on the front lines made the grief that much deeper. The entire nation mourned the death of Petrović, with over 200,000 people showing up for his funeral. His tomb at Mirogoj is still visited daily by fans who will not forget him.


You can visit the Dražen Petrović Memorial Center museum (Trg Dražena Petrovića 2; tel. 01/484-3146; www.drazenpetrovic.net; 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri.; €4), not far from the Dražen Petrović Basketball Center, for a peek at the life of one of Croatia’s most beloved athletes. On display are his jerseys, awards, honors, and photographs that chronicle his rise in basketball.





SEGWAY CITY TOUR


Ul. Antuna Mihanovića 1; tel. 01/301-0390; www.segwaycitytourzagreb.com; from €40


The Segway City Tour offers several pre-planned tours or custom tours depending on your interests.


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Soccer


MAKSIMIR STADIUM


Maksimirska 128; tel. 01/484-3769; www.gnkdinamo.hr; from €22


Maksimir stadium, across from Maksimir park, is home to games of the Croatian National Team and the local Dinamo, whose fans deck out in the team’s signature blue for loud and exciting matches. The main season is August-May (with a break Jan.-Feb.). Games can be found almost weekly and tickets are usually easy to come by, either online or at the stadium.


Basketball


DRAŽEN PETROVIĆ BASKETBALL CENTER


Savska cesta 28; tel. 01/484-3333; from €1 at the door


Cibona draws pretty decent-size crowds to watch quality basketball at the Dražen Petrović Basketball Center from September-April. You would be hard-pressed to watch a basketball game at a cheaper price. Games can be found at least weekly in season, and it is easy to buy a ticket on site.



Shopping



BAN JELAČIĆ SQUARE (TRG BANA JELAČIĆA) AND KAPTOL


Food and Wine


VINOTEKA BORNSTEIN


Kaptol 19; www.bornstein.hr; 9am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 2pm-7pm Sat.


Vinoteka Bornstein is a great wine shop in a dark Kaptol (the neighborhood, not the mall) cellar, with a strong showing of Croatian wines. The shop houses a bar, as well as offers tastings so you can try before you buy. The owners are also local emissaries for all things Istrian and are a great source of info if you’re headed that way.


Fashion and Accessories


LAPIDARIUM


Radićeva 10; tel. 01/553-0649; www.lapidarium.eu; 8am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-3pm Sat.


For jewelry, Lapidarium carries modern artistic high-end pieces from local Croatian artists. From a sweet licitar (decorated folk hearts) bracelet for your niece to an heirloom necklace for someone very special, you can find something unique and memorable here.


LOWER TOWN (DONJI GRAD)


Antiques Market


BRITISH SQUARE (BRITANSKI TRG) ANTIQUES MARKET


Britanski trg; 8am-2pm Sun.


On Sundays, hit the British Square (Britanski trg) antiques market for old postcards from the region, interesting jewelry, and various knickknacks from another era. The British Square market has more furniture and a fancier vibe, though if you are a fan of a thrifting hunt, you’ll find many items at half the price at Hrelić.


Souvenirs


TAKE ME HOME - CROATIAN DESIGN SHOP


Tomićeva 4; tel. 01/798-7632; www.takemehome.hr; 9:30am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-3pm Sat.


Take Me Home - Croatian Design Shop has a great location near the funicular and stocks lots of great gifts and souvenirs, all from local Croatian designers.


CEROVEČKI KIŠOBRANI


Ilica 49; tel. 01/484-7417; www.kisobrani-cerovecki.hr [URL inactive]; 8:30am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 8:30am-3pm Sat.


For a practical item that will also remind you of your trip to Zagreb, Cerovečki Kišobrani sells the same red handmade Šestine umbrellas that cover Dolac Market stands.


Food and Wine


FRANJA


Vlaška 62; tel. 01/455-6391; www.franja.hr; 7am-8:30pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-5pm Sat.


Franja sells the local Franck coffee brand. While real coffee connoisseurs may not be impressed, it makes a nice souvenir.


Fashion and Accessories


CROATA


Ilica 5—inside the Oktogon; tel. 01/481-2726; www.croata.hr; 8am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-3pm Sat.


Since the tie was actually invented by Croats, a necktie is a nice souvenir from the country. Croata, Croatia’s “official” tie store, has a good selection of ties as well as chic women’s scarves, and purchases are packaged with a little history of the cravat.


A SHOO


Martićeva 19; tel. 01/388-6944; www.ashoo.net; noon-7pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-2pm Sat.


Locally designed and handmade, the shoes at A shoo would look equally at home in Paris or New York.



Music



FREE BIRD


Tratinska 50; tel. 01/382-1870; www.freebird.hr; 8:30am-8:30pm Mon.-Fri., 8:30am-3pm Sat.


Music fans will love Free Bird, where you’ll find a huge selection of albums on vinyl, mostly from the 1970s and ’80s. The records are a great souvenir, since even foreign records were produced in the former Yugoslavia, with labels like Jugoton printed on the covers.


NOVI ZAGREB


Flea Market


HRELIĆ


Sajmišna cesta 8; Sun. morning


The city’s flea market in Novi Zagreb is fittingly located near the trash dump, where most of the stuff should have gone before it was fished out for sale by the vendors. However, if you arrive early (the pros arrive at 7am or earlier) and are willing to peruse the items on blankets strewn about the ground, you’ll probably find something worth taking home. Common finds are intricately carved brass Turkish coffee grinders and long wooden bowls used for kneading dough. Take the Sunday-only bus 295 from the main train station (Glavni Kolodvor). The first bus leaves at 7:20am and is a 30-minute ride.
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1: holiday market in Zagreb 2: locals and tourists dining out in Zagreb 3: štrukli, a national Croatian dish 4: a busy shopping street in Zagreb





Food


Though Zagreb may be smaller than other capitals, its food scene punches above its weight. It’s one of the best places in the country to try Croatian cuisine, not only from the Zagorje region to which Zagreb belongs, but also Dalmatian, Istrian, and Slavonian specialties. Don’t leave without sampling local specialties like štrukli (a kind of dough, cheese, and cream casserole), burek (a savory pie), and čevapčići (minced meat). There are plenty of modern restaurants, too, with gourmet burgers, creative vegetarian options, and more. There is also a smattering of restaurants dedicated to other cuisines, so if you get a hankering for fried rice during your stay, this is the place.


BAN JELAČIĆ SQUARE (TRG BANA JELAČIĆA) AND KAPTOL


Local Cuisine


S LA STRUK


Skalinska Ulica 5; tel. 01/483-7701; 11am-10am Mon.-Sat., 11:30am-10pm Sun.; €5-10


Try to snag a table at La Struk, a tiny restaurant devoted to all types of štrukli, both sweet and savory. It’s about time someone gave what is quite possibly the region’s finest culinary invention the attention it deserves.


S CHEESE BAR


Augusta Cesura 2; tel. 091/888-8628; 7am-1am daily; €5-13


Cheese Bar is just steps from the main square and is a great place if you’re looking for a light meal of Croatian cheeses, salamis, prosciutto, and more. An excellent wine list and homemade brandies complement such finds as Pepelnik, a cheese made from the ash of the Bukova tree, and a cheese matured in a cave.


S TRILOGIJA


Kamenita 5; tel. 01/485-1394; www.trilogija.com [URL inactive]; 11am-11pm Fri., 11am-midnight Sat., 11am-4pm Sun.; €13-20


Just next to the Stone Gate, Trilogija serves Croatian staples in an innovative way alongside a wine list of over a hundred wines, with 30 of them available by the glass.



Fine Dining



MANO


Medvedgradska 2; tel. 01/466-9432; www.mano.hr; noon-11pm Mon.-Sat.; €10-20


Mano has been around for a while, and the atmosphere—a candlelit brick-walled warehouse space—is one of the best in the city. The food doesn’t always live up to the interior, but the menu is based on fresh ingredients from Dolac and changed twice a year, while focusing on the steaks the restaurant has become known for.


International


MIO CORAZON


Radiceva 16; tel. 091/240-1790; 10am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 10am-1am Fri.-Sat.; €8-13


Mio Corazon is a colorful tapas bar with excellent cocktails, sangria, and a small street-side terrace in a central location.


Quick Bites


For a really quick (and cheap) snack, pick up a burek from one of the bakeries lining Dolac Market or a piece of fresh fruit and a small bag of nuts from one of the vendors.


PLAC


Dolac 2; tel. 01/487-6761; www.plac-zagreb.com; 7am-11pm daily; €3-7


In a slightly hard-to-find location, Plac serves up local fast food čevapčići, slightly spicy ground-meat rolls eaten with doughy bread, and thick home fries and burgers. The modern and clean location on the lower terrace of Dolac toward the main square has a large terrace for eating on the run in nicer weather.


Cafés and Desserts


S TORTE I TO


Nova Ves 11; tel. 01/486-0691; www.torte-i-to.hr; 9am-11pm daily; €2-5


A bit hard to find—tucked in the back of the first floor of Centar Kaptol shopping mall—it’s worth the effort to sample the best cakes in Zagreb. Torta ledeni vjetar (cold wind cake) is the house specialty, but the cheesecake is stupendous too.


AMELIE


Vlaška ul. 6; tel. 01/558-3360; www.slasticeamelie.com; 8am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 8am-11pm Fri.-Sat., 9am-10pm Sun.; €2-5


Amelie serves excellent cakes just down from the Cathedral and has a nice terrace in summer as well.


UPPER TOWN (GORNJI GRAD)


Fine Dining


S DUBRAVKIN PUT


Dubravkin put 2; tel. 01/483-4975; 10am-midnight daily; €13-24


Dubravkin Put is the city’s nicest fish restaurant with food to match. The decor is simple, but the vibe is luxe to the extreme.


Local Cuisine


STARI FIJAKER


Mesnička ul. 6; tel. 01/483-3829; 11am-10pm daily; €13


A solid and conveniently located choice to try traditional Croatian dishes specializing in cuisine from the Zagorje region, this is the place to go to try purica s mlincima (turkey with a pasta-like side dish, traditionally a Christmas meal), punjena paprika (stuffed peppers), or sarma (cabbage rolls). The cozy and filling meals are served in an equally cozy atmosphere.


DIDOV SAN


Mletačka ulica 11; tel. 01/485-1154; www.konoba-didovsan.com; 10am-11pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-10pm Sun.; €11-16


Didov san is filled with regional touches, from the dark-wood and embroidered-tablecloth interior to the food. Specializing in Dalmatian cuisine, there’s a good selection of fish dishes and even a couple of escargot options for gourmands. The janjetina ispod peke (oven-baked lamb) is worth ordering ahead.


Quick Bites


POD STARIM KROVOVIMA


Basaričekova 9; tel. 01/485-1342; 8am-11pm Mon.-Sat.; €3-5


Claiming to be the oldest café in Zagreb, Pod Starim Krovovima has been serving guests since 1830. Today the space is bright and friendly, with a new exhibition of art on its walls every month. Have a beer and snack of hrenovke (hot dogs), kranske (a type of regional sausage), or a sandwich.


DEŽMAN BAR


Dežmanova 3; tel. 01/484-6160; www.dezman.hr [URL inactive]; 8am-midnight Mon.-Sat.; €3-5


If you are near British Square, pop into Dežman Bar, a chic bar with a good coffee and wine selection as well as tasty sandwiches and appetizers.


LOWER TOWN (DONJI GRAD)


Fine Dining


S MALI BAR


Vlaška 63; tel. 01/553-1014; 12:30pm-midnight daily; €10-13


For fine innovative dining on a budget, head to Mali Bar, where the locally famous chef serves up the local to the exotic. Pâtés, chicken wings elevated to another level, pastas, salads, and a solid wine list should leave everyone happy.
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