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INTRODUCTION


This Snapshot guide, excerpted from my guidebook Rick Steves Croatia & Slovenia, introduces you to Croatia’s single best destination, the “Pearl of the Adriatic”—Dubrovnik. This magnificent medieval city, encircled by a stout wall and poking proudly into the sea, comes with an epic history and plenty of ways to idle away your vacation days. Climb steep steps to the top of the city’s imposing stone walls and stroll high above Dubrovnik’s patchwork of red roof tiles. Promenade down the inviting main drag, dropping into churches and an eclectic smattering of museums—history, art, folk life, war photography, and the Jewish and Orthodox faiths. Hit the beach and go for a swim in the crystal-clear waters of the Adriatic.


While there are many island and resort-town side-trips from Dubrovnik, this book emphasizes a diverse pair of neighboring countries that offer a more culturally stimulating look at the region: Bosnia-Herzegovina and Montenegro. Mostar, one of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s leading cities, is a fascinating combination of Ottoman (Turkish) history, Muslim faith, welcoming locals, lingering war damage, and inspiring postwar reconciliation. Rugged, scenic Montenegro, just south of Dubrovnik, is an emerging Mediterranean hotspot—especially the historic old town of Kotor—but deep in its mountains, you’ll find echoes of a bygone kingdom.


To help you have the best trip possible, I’ve included the following topics in this book:


• Planning Your Time, with advice on how to make the most of your limited time


• Orientation, including tourist information (abbreviated as TI), tips on public transportation, local tour options, and helpful hints


• Sights with ratings:


▲▲▲—Don’t miss


▲▲—Try hard to see


▲—Worthwhile if you can make it


No rating—Worth knowing about


• Sleeping and Eating, with good-value recommendations in every price range


• Connections, with tips on driving, buses, and boats


The Understanding Yugoslavia chapter offers a simplified explanation of the history of this complex part of Europe.


Practicalities, near the end of this book, has information on money, staying connected, accommodations, transportation, and other helpful hints, plus Croatian survival phrases.


To travel smartly, read this little book in its entirety before you go. It’s my hope that this guide will make your trip more meaningful and rewarding. Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar.


Sretan put! Happy travels!
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DUBROVNIK


Dubrovnik is a living fairy tale that shouldn’t be missed. It feels like a small town today, but 500 years ago, the city was a major maritime power, with the third-biggest navy in the Mediterranean. Still jutting confidently into the sea and ringed by thick medieval walls, Dubrovnik deserves its nickname: Pearl of the Adriatic. Within the ramparts, the traffic-free Old Town is a fun jumble of steep alleys, low-impact museums, al fresco cafés, and kid-friendly squares. After all these centuries, the buildings still hint at old-time wealth, and the central promenade (Stradun) remains the place to see and be seen.
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The city’s charm is the result of its no-nonsense past. Busy merchants, the salt trade, and shipbuilding made Dubrovnik rich. But Dubrovnik’s most valued commodity was always its freedom—even today, you’ll see the proud motto Libertas displayed all over town (see “Libertas” sidebar).


Dubrovnik flourished in the 15th and 16th centuries, but an earthquake (and ensuing fire) destroyed nearly everything in 1667. Most of today’s buildings in the Old Town are post-quake Baroque, although a few palaces, monasteries, and convents displaying a rich Gothic-Renaissance mix survive from Dubrovnik’s earlier Golden Age. Dubrovnik remained a big tourist draw through the Tito years, bringing in much-needed hard currency from Western visitors. Consequently, the city never acquired the hard socialist patina of many other Yugoslav cities.


As Croatia violently separated from Yugoslavia in 1991, Dubrovnik became the only coastal city to be pulled into the fighting (see “The Siege of Dubrovnik” sidebar, later). Imagine having your youthful good memories of romping in the surrounding hills replaced by visions of tanks and warships shelling your hometown. The city was devastated, but Dubrovnik was repaired with amazing speed. The only physical reminders of the war are lots of new, bright-orange roof tiles. Locals are often willing to talk openly about the experience with visitors—offering a rare opportunity to grasp the realities of war from an eyewitness perspective.




Libertas


Libertas—liberty—has always been close to the heart of every Dubrovnik citizen. Dubrovnik was a proudly independent republic for centuries, even as most of Croatia fell under Venetian or Hungarian rule.
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In the Middle Ages, the city-state of Dubrovnik (then called Ragusa) bought its independence from whichever power was strongest—Byzantium, Venice, Hungary, the Ottomans, the Vatican—sometimes paying off more than one at a time. Dubrovnik’s ships flew whichever flags were necessary to stay free, earning the derisive nickname “Town of Seven Flags.” It was sort of a Hong Kong or Singapore of the Middle Ages—a spunky, trading-oriented statelet that maintained its sovereignty while being completely surrounded by an often-hostile mega-state (in Dubrovnik’s case, the Ottoman Empire). Dubrovnik persevered partly because the sultans were always susceptible to bribery (or “tribute”): They were more than happy to let Dubrovnik thrive...provided they got their cut.


As time went on, Dubrovnik’s status grew. Europe’s big-league nations were glad to have a second major seafaring power in the Adriatic to balance Venice; Dubrovnik emerged as an attractive alternative at times when Venetian ports were blockaded by the Ottomans. A free Dubrovnik was more valuable than a pillaged, plundered Dubrovnik.


In 1808, Napoleon conquered the Adriatic and abolished the Republic of Dubrovnik. After Napoleon was defeated, the fate of the continent was decided at the Congress of Vienna. But Dubrovnik’s delegate was denied a seat at the table. The more powerful nations, no longer concerned about Venice and fed up after years of being sweet-talked by Dubrovnik, were afraid that the delegate would play old alliances off each other to reestablish an independent Republic of Dubrovnik. Instead, the city became a part of the Habsburg Empire and entered a long period of decline.


Libertas still hasn’t died in Dubrovnik. In the surreal days of the early 1990s, when Yugoslavia was reshuffling itself, a movement for the creation of a new Republic of Dubrovnik gained some momentum (led by a judge who, in earlier times, had convicted others for the same ideas). Another movement pushed for Dalmatia to secede as its own nation. But now that the dust has settled, today’s locals are content and proud to be part of an independent Republic of Croatia.





Though the war killed tourism in the 1990s, today the crowds are most decidedly back—far exceeding prewar levels. In fact, Dubrovnik’s biggest downside is its popularity. When several cruise ships are in town, it can be mobbed. And, with more and more locals priced out of the Old Town and moving to the suburbs, the center can feel, at times, like a very pretty but soulless theme park. But those who dig deeper find that the city still has a strong sense of identity and a lovable personality. And, like Venice, Dubrovnik rewards those who get off the beaten path and savor the town early and late, when cruisers and day-trippers have cleared out. If you haven’t discovered your own secluded, laundry-draped back lane...then you haven’t looked hard enough.
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For many, Dubrovnik makes an ideal home base. Build some slack into your Dubrovnik stay for a wide array of worthwhile side trips (outlined in the Near Dubrovnik, Montenegro, and Mostar chapters).


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Dubrovnik’s museums aren’t major draws; the real attraction here is the Old Town and its relaxing, breezy ambience. While Dubrovnik could easily be “seen” in a day, a second or third day to unwind (or even more time, for side trips) makes the long trip here more worthwhile. I enjoy staying at least three or four nights, for maximum side-tripping flexibility.


To hit all the key sights in a single day, start at the Pile Gate, at the entrance to the Old Town. Walk around the city’s walls to get your bearings (before it gets too hot and crowded), then work your way down the main drag (following my “Stradun Stroll”). As you explore, drop in at any museums or churches that appeal to you. Ride the cable car to the top of Mount Srđ for the sunset, then descend to the Old Town for dinner. With a second day, spread out these activities, hit the beach, or take a boat excursion from the Old Port (Lokrum Island, just offshore, requires the least brainpower). With even more time, fit in side trips to a pair of particularly striking international destinations: Bosnia-Herzegovina’s Mostar and Montenegro’s Bay of Kotor.


Orientation to Dubrovnik


Nearly all of the sights worth seeing are in Dubrovnik’s traffic-free, walled Old Town (Stari Grad, STAH-ree grahd) peninsula. The main pedestrian promenade through the middle of town is called the Stradun (STRAH-doon); from this artery, the Old Town climbs steeply uphill in both directions to the walls. The Old Town connects to the mainland through three gates: the Pile Gate, to the west; the Ploče Gate, to the east; and the smaller Buža Gate, at the top of the stepped lane called Boškovićeva. The Old Port (Gradska Luka), with leisure boats to nearby destinations, is at the east end of town. While greater Dubrovnik has about 50,000 people, the population within the Old Town is around 1,500; most property owners here have converted their homes into tourist apartment rentals.


The Pile (PEE-leh) neighborhood, a pincushion of tourist services, is just outside the western end of the Old Town (through the Pile Gate). In front of the gate, you’ll find the main TI, ATMs, a post office, taxis, buses (fanning out to all the outlying neighborhoods), a bus-ticket kiosk, a cheap Konzum grocery store, and a DM pharmacy. This is also the starting point for my “Stradun Stroll.”


A mile or two away from the Old Town are beaches peppered with expensive resort hotels. The closest area is Boninovo Bay (a 20-minute walk or 5-minute bus trip from the Old Town), but most cluster on the lush Lapad Peninsula to the west (a 15-minute bus trip from the Old Town). Across the bay from the Lapad Peninsula is Port Gruž, with the main bus station, ferry terminal, and main cruise port. (Additional cruise ships tender to the Old Port.) While accommodations prices in these areas can be lower, you’ll be competing with lots of other day-trippers (and cruise passengers) on your daily “commute” into your Old Town sightseeing. I prefer to stay within walking distance of the walls.



TOURIST INFORMATION



Dubrovnik’s main TI is just outside the Old Town’s Pile Gate, at the far end of the big terrace with the modern video-screens sculpture (June-Sept daily 8:00-21:00, April-May and Oct until 20:00, off-season until 19:00 and shorter hours on Sun; Brsalje 5, tel. 020/312-011, www.tzdubrovnik.hr. There are also locations at Port Gruž, across the street from the Jadrolinija ferry dock (same hours except closes earlier in off-season, Obala Ivana Pavla II, tel. 020/417-983); in the Lapad resort area, at the head of the main drag (Masarykov put 2, in Dvori Lapad building, tel. 020/437-460); on two of the Elaphite Islands, Lopud (Obala Iva Kuljevana 12, tel. 020/322-322) and Šipan (Luka b.b., tel. 020/758-084); and at the arrivals area of the airport. While not an official TI, the handy Cultural Information Desk (at the base of the Bell Tower, on Luža Square) is more central and can answer many questions (open long hours daily).


All TIs sell the Dubrovnik Card and hand out two similar booklets: the annual Dubrovnik Riviera Info (lots of glossy photos and telephone directory) and the monthly The Best in Dubrovnik (with a current schedule of events and performances, and bus and ferry schedules).


Sightseeing Passes: If you’ll be doing any sightseeing at all, choose between Dubrovnik’s two passes. (Since you can’t buy individual tickets for the Rector’s Palace, Rupe Museum, or Maritime Museum, you’ll have to get one of these passes to see any of them.) Assuming you’re climbing the City Walls—Dubrovnik’s top attraction—you might as well buy the Dubrovnik Card, which covers several major museums, the walls, and public transit. To squeeze all of your sightseeing into one day, get the 24-hour pass (250 kn, includes unlimited transit); with more time, consider one of the longer tickets, which cover the same sights and add a few more bonuses and discounts—including for side-tripping to Cavtat (300 kn/3 days includes 6 transit rides, 350 kn/7 days includes 10 transit rides; cards sold at TIs and many sights and hotels; slightly cheaper if you purchase online). The 130-kn “nine museum ticket” is good for a week and covers several major museums.


ARRIVAL IN DUBROVNIK


Most of Dubrovnik’s arrival points—ferry dock, cruise terminal, bus station—are at Port Gruž, about 2.5 miles northwest of the Old Town. To get into town, hop on a bus (#1a, #1b, #1c, #3, or #8) or take a taxi (around 70-80 kn) to the Pile Gate, at the entrance to the Old Town.


By Boat


Passenger catamarans and car ferries all arrive at Port Gruž, two miles northwest of the Old Town. On the road in front of the ferry terminal, you’ll find a bus stop (wait on the embankment side of the street) and a taxi stand. Across the street is the Jadrolinija office (with an ATM out front) and a TI.


Some cruise ships anchor just offshore from the Old Port, then send their passengers into the Old Town on tenders. Others put in just beyond the bus station at Port Gruž, where you can catch a bus or taxi to the Old Town.


By Bus


Dubrovnik’s main bus station (Autobusni Kolodvor) is just beyond the ferry terminal along the Port Gruž embankment. On arrival, walk straight ahead through the bus stalls then bear right at the main road to the city bus stop, or hop in a taxi.


Alternate Bus Stop for Outbound Buses: For buses that are leaving Dubrovnik toward regional destinations to the south (such as the airport or Cavtat), there’s another bus stop that’s much closer to the Old Town, saving you the long journey out to the main bus station. The “cable car” bus stop (a.k.a. “fire station” bus stop) is just uphill from the Buža Gate, overlooking the old wall, right next to the bottom station of the cable car up to Mount Srđ.


By Plane


Dubrovnik’s small airport (Zračna Luka) is near a village called Čilipi, 13 miles south of the city. A bus meets arriving flights for most major airlines and takes you to the main bus station (55 kn, 40 minutes), with public-bus connections to the Old Town. Legitimate cabbies charge around 250-270 kn for the ride between the airport and the center, though some cabbies charge more than 300 kn; consider arranging your transfer in advance with one of the drivers listed under “Tours in Dubrovnik—Private Drivers” or through your soba host (airport code: DBV, tel. 020/773-333, www.airport-dubrovnik.hr).


To get to the airport, you can take the same bus, which typically leaves from Dubrovnik’s main bus station 1.5 hours before each Croatia Airlines or Austrian Airlines flight, or two hours before other airlines’ international flights (the schedule is posted the day before—ask at the TI). The airport-bound bus departs from the main bus station and stops at the “cable car” bus stop just above the Old Town’s Buža Gate (see “By Bus,” above).


By Car


Coming from the north, you’ll drive over the modern Tuđman Bridge (which most locals, mindful of their former president’s tarnished legacy, call simply “the New Bridge”).


To Port Gruž: To get to the main bus station, ferry terminal (with some car-rental drop-off offices nearby), and Lapad Peninsula, take the left turn just after the bridge, wind down to the waterfront, then turn left and follow this road along the Port Gruž embankment.


To the Old Town: Continue straight after the bridge. You’ll pass above the Port Gruž area, then take the right turnoff marked Dubrovnik (with the little bull’s-eye). You’ll go through a tunnel, then turn left for Grad/Old City. This road passes the big Old Town parking garage (described next), then twists around over the top of the Old Town, until you can see the lower station for the cable car. Here you have two choices, which will determine which one-way loop you’ll get stuck in: If you want to reach the Pile Gate (at the eastern end of the Old Town), make a sharp right turn just before the cable car (watch for Grad/Old City signs), then turn right again (passing the entrance to the small “tennis court” parking lot) to curl around the back of the city wall and pop out at the Pile Gate (with another small parking lot), then back up out of town toward Boninovo Bay and Lapad. Or, if you want to head east of the Old Town, continue straight past the cable-car station for a long, scenic drive above the Viktorija area, then (after a sharp right turn) past luxury hotels and to the Ploče Gate.


Parking: Near the Old Town, parking costs are exorbitant—maybe even more than you’re paying for accommodations (rates are constantly in flux and may exceed what’s listed here). Ideally, make Dubrovnik either the first or last stop of your car rental, so you won’t have to pay to park here. But if you must, ask your soba host for their best advice (many have a line on relatively reasonable options, though they may be distant).


There are a few small parking lots near the City Walls—so expensive and crowded that they’re useful only for dropping off luggage before retreating to a more affordable alternative. The most expensive is just behind the DM pharmacy near the Pile Gate (75 kn/hour, no daily rate); somewhat cheaper—but still pricey and often full—is the “tennis court” lot, huddled behind the wall at the Buža Gate, at the very top of the Old Town (50 kn/hour or 600 kn/24 hours—you have to buy the daily ticket at a Tisak kiosk or the machine, www.sanitat.hr).


For longer-term parking, choose between close and expensive or far and cheap: The Old Town parking garage costs 40 kn/hour or 480 kn/day in July-Aug, 35 kn/hour or 420 kn/day in June and September, and less off-season (Zagrebačka ulica, see map on here and “To the Old Town,” above, for directions). Important: If you’ll be staying overnight, request a daily ticket (dnevna karta) at the ticket office within 15 minutes of when you park—this is essential to avoid exorbitant hourly rates. From this garage, it’s about a 10-minute downhill walk to the Old Town—and a much steeper, 20-minute hike back up. Or you can park at the big lot at Port Gruž, just north of the Jadrolinija ferry terminal (15 kn/hour, 200 kn/day); from here, you can take a bus or taxi to the Old Town’s Pile Gate.


HELPFUL HINTS


Festivals: Dubrovnik is most crowded during its Summer Festival, a month and a half of theater and musical performances held annually (July 10-Aug 25, www.dubrovnik-festival.hr). This is quickly followed by the Late Summer Festival, designed to continue the festivities into September.


Crowd-Beating Tips: Dubrovnik has been discovered—especially by cruise ships (bringing more than one million passengers yearly—on very busy days, there may be four ships in at once, sending 9,000-plus passengers ashore). Cruise-ship crowds descend on the Old Town roughly between 8:30 and 14:00 (the streets are most crowded 9:00-13:00). Bad-weather days are a perfect storm, when people who’d otherwise hit the beach instead sightsee in the Old Town, along with all the cruise passengers. On busy days, try to avoid the big sights—especially walking around the City Walls—during these peak times, and hit the beach or take a siesta midday, when the town is hottest and most crowded. It can also make sense to schedule out-of-town side trips for busy cruise days; check the day-by-day cruise schedule at www.portdubrovnik.hr. There’s a lot of talk about how Dubrovnik could strategically limit the number of cruise passengers allowed in town—but until that happens, your best strategy is to be aware and to avoid the busiest places.


No Euros: Dubrovnik’s merchants (even some of the city’s top sights, such as the City Walls and cable car) can be stubborn about accepting only kunas—no euros.


Wine Shop: For the best wine-tasting selection in a cool bar atmosphere, don’t miss D’Vino Wine Bar (described later, under “Eating in Dubrovnik”). If you want to shop rather than taste, Vinoteka Miličić offers a nice variety of local wines in a shoebox space. Jolly Dolores can explain your options, most of which are their own Miličić wines, and she can bubble-wrap bottles for transport (daily June-Aug 9:00-22:00, shorter hours off-season, near the Pile Gate end of the Stradun, tel. 020/321-777).


Laundry: Dubrovnik’s laundry services have a tendency to rack up bad reviews and go out of business. One place that has stuck around is the pricey self-service Laundry Spin, a steep hike up above the Old Town in the tunnel just outside the Buža Gate (daily 8:00-20:00, Wi-Fi, Iza Grada b.b., tel. 020/456-855).


Car Rental: The big international chains have offices at the airport; a few also have branches near the Port Gruž embankment, or in Lapad hotels. In addition, the many travel agencies closer to the Old Town also have a line on rental cars. Be sure the agency knows if you’re crossing a border (such as Bosnia-Herzegovina or Montenegro) to ensure you have the proper paperwork.


Best Views: Walking the City Walls late in the day, when the city is bathed in rich light, is a treat. The cable car up to Mount Srđ provides bird’s-eye panoramas over the entire region, from the highest vantage point without wings. The Fort of St. Lawrence, perched above the Pile neighborhood cove, has great views over the Old Town. The panoramic cruises that loop around the Old Town are another fine choice. A stroll up the road east of the walls offers nice views back on the Old Town (best light early in the day). Better yet, if you have a car, head south of the city in the morning for gorgeously lit Old Town views over your right shoulder; various turnoffs along this road are ideal photo stops. The best one, known locally simply as “panorama point,” is where the road leading up and out of Dubrovnik meets the main road that passes above the town (look for the pullout on the right, usually crowded with tour buses). Even if you’re heading north, in good weather it’s worth a quick detour south for this view.


GETTING AROUND DUBROVNIK


If you’re staying in or near the Old Town, everything is easily walkable. But those sleeping in outlying areas will want to get comfortable using the buses. Once you understand the system, commuting to the Old Town is straightforward (though the buses can be quite crowded).


By Bus: Libertas runs Dubrovnik’s public buses. Tickets, which are good for an hour, are cheaper if you buy them in advance from a newsstand or your hotel (12 kn, ask for autobusna karta, ow-toh-BOOS-nah KAR-tah) than if you buy them from the bus driver (15 kn). A 24-hour ticket costs 30 kn (only sold at special bus-ticket kiosks, such as the one near the Pile Gate bus stop).


When boarding, validate your ticket (insert it in the machine next to the driver with the orange arrow facing out and pointing down). Because most tourists can’t figure out how to validate their tickets, it can take a long time to load the bus (which means drivers are understandably grumpy, and locals aren’t shy about cutting in line).


All buses stop near the Old Town, just in front of the Pile Gate (buy tickets at the newsstand). From here, they fan out to various parts of town; the routes you’re most likely to use are buses #1a, #1b, #1c, #3, and #8 to Port Gruž (cruise port, ferry terminal), or buses #4 or #6 to the resort cove at Lapad. For more information, visit www.libertasdubrovnik.hr.




Game of Thrones in Dubrovnik


Fans of the HBO television series Game of Thrones may feel the tingle of déjà vu during their visit to Dubrovnik. For years, much of the series was filmed here. Many locals have been extras, and they grew accustomed to seeing Peter Dinklage strolling down the Stradun in full costume.


On the show, Dubrovnik and the surrounding coastline and islands provided a setting for two main storylines: the royal family intrigue at King’s Landing; and Daenerys Targaryen’s conquest of the continent of Essos, from idyllic Qarth to Slaver’s Bay. Of course, in most cases, the real-life Croatian settings were dressed up with special effects—the sea, rocks, and bottoms of the buildings were real, while the fanciful towers and spires (and the dragons) were pure fantasy. For die-hard GoT geeks, here are some specifics (spoilers ahead!):


The real-life, mostly ruined Fort of St. Lawrence, perched on a rocky bluff, was the base of the (mostly digital) Red Keep. It looks over a pleasant cove that stood in for Blackwater Bay, the site of a calamitous naval battle in season two, and some poignant Stark family goodbyes in the series finale. The City Walls saw frequent airtime as the mighty fortifications of King’s Landing—the site of many strategic (and scenic) conversations between the royals and their advisors. And in the epic Battle of King’s Landing, Drogon strafed these walls and bastions with dragon fire.


Several of the streets in Dubrovnik’s Old Town—especially St. Dominic’s street (ulica Svetog Dominika), connecting the main drag to the Ploče Gate—become the crowded market streets of King’s Landing. The real-life Rupe Ethnographic Museum, in the upper reaches of the Old Town, served as the exterior of Littlefinger’s brothel. And Cersei was humiliated by being forced to walk naked through town, beginning at the top of the grand staircase below the Jesuit St. Ignatius Church (which I now think of as the “Steps of Shame! Shame! Shame!”).


More locations are farther afield: Trsteno Arboretum (described in the next chapter) was where Sansa Stark had many heart-to-hearts with Olenna and Margaery Tyrell. The eventful “Purple Wedding” of Joffrey and Margaery was filmed in Gradac Park. The epic duel between Oberyn Martell and The Mountain took place at the amphitheater below Hotel Belvedere. The island of Lokrum played host to the Qarth garden party, and the tower where Daenerys’ dragons were held captive was Minčeta Tower (in the City Walls).


Filming also took place in Split, where Diocletian’s cellars became the dungeon where Daenerys safely locked up her dragons. And the fortified town of Klis, just north of Split, was the location for the slaving town of Mereen.


Game of Thrones stopped filming in Dubrovnik two seasons before the series ended. For the rest of its run, they used archival footage and digital reconstructions. For the apocalyptic penultimate episode, “The Bells,” a full-scale, multiblock reconstruction of Dubrovnik was built in Northern Ireland...and then blown to bits by Daenerys and her dragon. (Knowing that the real Dubrovnik withstood a real-life military siege not that long ago made watching this episode even more poignant.)


To please GoT pilgrims—sometimes called “set jetters”—various companies offer walking tours of filming locations (see “Tours in Dubrovnik,” below). A shop on Boškovićeva street (just above Prijeko street) has a replica of the Iron Throne (a great photo op, but only if you buy an overpriced souvenir). The monastery on Lokrum Island hosts a small museum of Game of Thrones memorabilia, and Split recently opened a Game of Thrones Museum.


Game of Thrones kicked off a new trend of Hollywood filming in Dubrovnik. The town stood in for the casino city of Canto Bight in Star Wars: The Last Jedi; 2018’s Robin Hood was shot here; and Mamma Mia: Here We Go Again was filmed on the nearby “Greek island” of Vis. For the latest on what’s been filmed here, ask around town.





By Taxi: Taxis start at 25 kn, then charge 8 kn per kilometer. The handiest taxi stand for the Old Town is just outside the Pile Gate. The biggest operation is Radio Taxi (tel. 020/411-411). Uber, which is often cheaper, also works well in Dubrovnik.



Tours in Dubrovnik



Walking Tours


Two companies—Dubrovnik Walks (www.dubrovnikwalks.com) and Dubrovnik Walking Tours (www.dubrovnik-walking-tours.com)—offer similar one-hour walking tours of the Old Town several times daily (90-100 kn). I’d skip these tours—they’re pricey and brief, touching lightly on the same information explained in this chapter. Both companies (and others) also offer themed tours covering Game of Thrones locations, wartime Dubrovnik, and the historic Jewish quarter. For the latest offerings, pick up their fliers (sales kiosks by Pile Gate bus stop, in front of TI) or check their websites.




Dubrovnik at a Glance


▲▲▲Stradun Stroll Charming walk through Dubrovnik’s vibrant Old Town, ideal for coffee, ice cream, and people-watching.





▲▲▲City Walls Scenic mile-long walk along top of 15th-century fortifications encircling the city. Hours: June-July daily 8:00-19:30, progressively shorter hours off-season.





▲▲▲Mount Srđ Napoleonic fortress above Dubrovnik with spectacular views and a modest museum about the recent war. Hours: Mountaintop—always open; cable car—daily June-Aug 9:00-24:00, progressively shorter hours off-season; museum—same hours as cable car.





▲▲Red History Museum A smart look at the social and political history of socialist Yugoslavia, located in the Port Gruž area. Hours: Daily 9:00-22:00, Nov-April 10:00-18:00.





▲Franciscan Monastery Museum Tranquil cloister, medieval pharmacy-turned-museum, and a century-old pharmacy still serving residents today. Hours: Daily 9:00-18:00, Nov-March until 14:00.





▲Rector’s Palace Sparse antique collection in the former home of rectors who ruled Dubrovnik in the Middle Ages. Hours: Daily 9:00-18:00, Nov-April until 16:00.





▲Cathedral Eighteenth-century Roman Baroque cathedral and treasury filled with unusual relics, such as a swatch of Jesus’ swaddling clothes. Hours: Church—daily 8:00-17:00; treasury—generally open same hours as church, both have shorter hours off-season.





▲Dominican Monastery Museum Another relaxing cloister with precious paintings, altarpieces, and manuscripts. Hours: Daily 9:00-18:00, Nov-March until 16:30.





▲Synagogue Museum Europe’s second-oldest synagogue and Croatia’s only Jewish museum, with 13th-century Torahs and Holocaust-era artifacts. Hours: Daily 9:00-20:00; mid-Nov-April Mon-Fri 10:00-15:00.





▲War Photo Limited Thought-provoking photographic look at contemporary warfare. Hours: May-Sept daily 10:00-22:00, April and Oct Wed-Mon until 16:00, closed Tue; closed Nov-March.





▲Serbian Orthodox Church and Icon Museum Active church serving Dubrovnik’s Serbian Orthodox community and museum with traditional religious icons. Hours: Church—daily 8:00-21:00, Oct-April until 18:00; museum—may be closed for renovation, ask at icon shop near cathedral for status.





▲Rupe Granary and Ethnographic Museum Good folk museum with tools, jewelry, clothing, and painted eggs above immense underground grain stores. Hours: Wed-Mon 9:00-16:00, July-Aug until 20:00, closed Tue.





Dubrovnik Food Tours, run by friendly Hamo (who used to live in Southern California) and his team, offer combination history/food walking tours as well as day trips into the countryside (www.dubrovnikfoodtours.com).


Local Guides


For an in-depth look at the city, consider hiring your own local guide. Roberto de Lorenzo and his mother Marija Tiberi are both warm people enthusiastic about telling evocative stories from medieval Dubrovnik, including some off-the-beaten-path stops tailored to your interests (500 kn/2 hours, mobile 091-541-6637, dubrovnikgardens@gmail.com); ask about guided transfers to Bosnia-Herzegovina, Split, or beyond. Tea Batinić wrote a book about Dubrovnik, runs an art gallery, and brings a free-spirited joy to her tours (600 kn/2 hours, mobile 098-285-398, teabatinic@gmail.com). Štefica Curić Lenert is a sharp professional guide who offers a great by-the-book tour and an insider’s look at the city (550 kn/1.5 hours, other tour options explained on her website, reserve at least one day ahead, www.dubrovnikprivateguide.com, stefica.curic.lenert@gmail.com). If these guides are busy, they can refer you to another good guide for a similar price.


From Dubrovnik


For information on tour boats and guided big-bus excursions from Dubrovnik to nearby destinations, see the next chapter.


Private Drivers


If you’re more comfortable having someone else do the driving to sights near Dubrovnik, hire your own driver. While the drivers listed here are not licensed tour guides, they speak great English and offer commentary as you roll, and can help you craft a good day-long itinerary to Mostar, Montenegro, or anywhere else near Dubrovnik (typically departing around 8:00 and returning in the early evening).


Friendly Pepo Klaić is enjoyable to get to know and has a knack for making the experience both informative and meaningful. Ask about what it was like growing up inside the walls of Dubrovnik’s Old Town (around €230 for Bay of Kotor or Mostar, airport transfer for about €30—cheaper than a taxi, these prices for up to four people—more expensive for bigger group, mobile 098-427-301, www.dubrovnikshoretrip.com, pklaic@gmail.com). Petar Vlašić does similar tours for similar prices, and specializes in wine tours to the Pelješac Peninsula, with stops at wineries along the way (€35 airport transfers, €190-200 for 2-person trip to Pelješac wineries, €230 to Mostar or €250 to Montenegro including local guide, these prices for 1-3 people—more for larger groups, mobile 091-580-8721, www.dubrovnikrivieratours.com, info@dubrovnikrivieratours.com).


If your destination is Mostar, likable Bosnian driver Ermin Elezović will happily pick you up for less than the Dubrovnik-based drivers (€140 for one-way transfer from Dubrovnik to Mostar with a few brief sightseeing stops en route, more for round-trip to Mostar with same-day return to Dubrovnik; for contact information and details, see here).


Stradun Stroll


Running through the heart of Dubrovnik’s Old Town is the 300-yard-long Stradun promenade—packed with people and lined with sights. This self-guided walk (rated ▲▲▲) offers an ideal introduction to Dubrovnik’s charms. It takes about 30 minutes, not counting sightseeing stops.


• Begin at the busy square in front of the west entrance to the Old Town, the Pile Gate.


Pile Neighborhood


This bustling area is the nerve center of Dubrovnik’s tourist industry—it’s where the real world meets the fantasy of Dubrovnik (for details on services offered here, see “Orientation to Dubrovnik,” earlier). Behind the odd, modern, mirrors-and-LED-screens monument (which honors the “Dubrovnik Defenders” who protected the city during the 1991-1992 siege) is a long and leafy café terrace. Wander over to the balustrade at the terrace’s end and take in the imposing walls of the Pearl of the Adriatic. (Game of Thrones fans might feel a twinge of déjà vu for Blackwater Bay.) The huge, fortified peninsula just outside the City Walls is the Fort of St. Lawrence (Tvrđava Lovrijenac), Dubrovnik’s oldest fortress. Imagine how this fort and the stout walls worked together to fortify the little harbor—and the gate just behind you. You can climb 208 steps up to this fortress for great views over the Old Town (50 kn, covered by same ticket as City Walls on the same day)...or just hike up to the little terrace in front of the door, which has views nearly as good. The view from up top offers a perfect illustration of how Dubrovnik’s walled Old Town is shaped like a V—with two formerly separate hill towns joined by a covered-over canal.
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• Back along the busy main drag, cross over the moat (now a shady park) to the round entrance tower in the City Walls. This is the...


Pile Gate (Gradska Vrata Pile)


Just before you enter the gate, notice the image above the entrance of St. Blaise (Sveti Vlaho in Croatian) cradling Dubrovnik in his arm. You’ll see a lot more of Blaise, the protector of Dubrovnik, during your time here—he is to Dubrovnik what the winged lion of St. Mark is to Venice.


[image: Image]


Inside the first part of the gate, dead ahead you’ll see another image of Blaise. Turn left and go down the ramp, to the little hole in the wall. Step through it to enter a tranquil playground park, where locals play with their toddlers in serenity (surrounded by tourists). Back inside the gate, look for the white map (next to the tourist map) that shows where each bomb dropped on the Old Town during the siege. Once inside town, you’ll see virtually no signs of the war—a testament to the townspeople’s impressive resilience in rebuilding so well and so quickly.


• Continue down the ramp and pass the rest of the way through the gate. On the other side, you’ll find a lively little square surrounded by landmarks.


St. Savior Square


The giant, round structure in the middle of the square is Onofrio’s Big Fountain (Velika Onofrijea Fontana). In the Middle Ages, Dubrovnik had a complicated aqueduct system that brought water from the mountains seven miles away. The water ended up here, at the town’s biggest fountain, before continuing through the city. Three things helped make little, independent Dubrovnik very siege-resistant: this plentiful supply of water, large reserves of salt (a key source of Dubrovnik’s wealth, from the town of Ston—see here), and a massive granary (now the Rupe Granary and Ethnographic Museum, described later).



[image: Image]



Stand with your back to the fountain and face the small Church of St. Savior (Crkva Svetog Spasa). Townspeople built this votive church to thank God after Dubrovnik made it through a 1520 earthquake. When the massive 1667 quake destroyed the city, this church was one of the only buildings left intact—its Renaissance interior stands at odds against the predominantly Baroque styles in other town churches. And during the Yugoslav Wars, the church survived another close call when a shell exploded on the ground right in front of it (you can still see faint pockmarks from the shrapnel).


[image: Image]


To the left of the church, a steep stairway leads up to the imposing Minčeta Tower. It’s possible to enter here to begin Dubrovnik’s best activity, walking around the top of the City Walls (tickets are sold across the square)—but this walk ends near a better, less crowded entry point.


The big building to the right of the Church of St. Savior is the Franciscan Monastery Museum. This tourable building has a delightful cloister and one of Europe’s oldest continually operating pharmacies (described later; enter through the gap between the small church and the door of the big church). Historically, the monastery’s Franciscan Church was the house of worship for Dubrovnik’s poor people, while the Dominican Church (down at the far end of the Stradun, where our walk ends) was for the wealthy. Services were staggered by 15 minutes to allow servants to drop off their masters there, then rush up the Stradun for their own service here. If you peek inside the church, you’ll find a Baroque interior—typical of virtually all of the town’s churches, which were rebuilt after the 1667 quake.


Back outside, still with your back to the round fountain, look up and notice the bell tower of the Franciscan Church—with its rounded top—which is integrated into the structure of the building. If your travels have taken you beyond Dubrovnik, you’ll notice the difference from other Croatian towns, where church steeples follow Venetian convention: Set apart from the church, and with a pointy top. This is just the first of many contrasts we’ll see between Dubrovnik and Venice—two powerful, rival maritime republics.


Finally, notice the stubby little shin-high, mustachioed gargoyle embedded in the wall, just left of the Franciscan Church’s door. You may see a commotion of tourists trying to balance on the small, slippery surface of the gargoyle’s head. Tour guides enjoy spinning a variety of tall tales about this creature—for instance, if you can balance on one leg for three seconds, your fondest wish comes true—but these are a recent invention.


• When you’re finished taking in the sights on this square, continue along...


The Stradun


Dubrovnik’s main promenade—officially called the Placa, but better known as the Stradun—is alive with locals and tourists alike. This is the heartbeat of the city: an Old World shopping mall by day and sprawling cocktail party after dark, when everybody seems to be doing the traditional evening stroll—flirting, ice-cream-licking, flaunting, and gawking. A coffee and some of Europe’s best people-watching in a prime Stradun café is one of travel’s great $5 bargains.
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When Dubrovnik was just getting its start in the seventh century, this street was a canal. Romans fleeing from the invading Slavs lived on the island of Ragusa (on your right), and the Slavs settled on the shore. In the 11th century, the canal separating Ragusa from the mainland was filled in, the towns merged, and a unique Slavic-Roman culture and language blossomed. While originally much more higgledy-piggledy, this street was rebuilt in the current, more straightforward style after the 1667 earthquake. The ensuing fire raged for three weeks and consumed much of the city.


The distinctively shaped doors—with P-shaped shop windows built right in, to provide maximum views of goods, but minimum access—indicate that this was the terrain of the merchants...and it still is.


The austerity of Dubrovnik’s main drag disappoints some visitors. Rather than lavishing funds on ostentatious palaces, as in Venice, Dubrovnik seems to downplay its wealth. For much of its history, Dubrovnik paid a hefty tribute to the sultan of the Ottoman Empire to maintain its independent status. Flaunting wealth would have raised Ottoman eyebrows...and, likely, Ottoman taxes. Think about the stark contrast between restrained Dubrovnik and its rival Venice, which was desperate to impress. Venice was surrounded by Italians, Austrians, Germans—some allies, some rivals, but all Christian. Dubrovnik sat five miles from the frontier of the Ottoman Empire; leaving the city felt like leaving the known world and the safety of what we’d today call “Western Civilization.”


Let me guess—the Stradun is crowded, right? When multiple cruise ships drop anchor, their passenger excursions into town feel more like incursions. But try some attitude adjustment: The maritime republic of Dubrovnik has always been a crossroads of merchants, sailors, and other travelers from around the world. While today they may be following their tour guides’ numbered paddles rather than trading exotic spices, the legions of visitors are still part of the city’s tapestry of history.


If you’re here on a summer evening (June-Sept), you might hear the rat-a-tat-tat of a drum echoing through the streets from the Stradun. This means it’s time to head for this main drag to get a glimpse of the colorfully costumed “town guards” parading through (and the cavalcade of tourists running alongside them, trying to snap a clear picture). You may also see some of these characters standing guard outside the town gates. Begun only recently, this “tradition” is part of the local tourist board’s efforts to make their town even more atmospheric.


• Branching off from this promenade are several museums and other attractions. At the end of the Stradun is the lively Luža Square. Its centerpiece is the 20-foot-tall...


Orlando’s Column (Orlandov Stup)


Dubrovnik erected this column—a northern European symbol—in 1417, soon after it had shifted allegiances from the oppressive Venetians to the Hungarians. Whenever a decision was made by the Republic, the town crier came to Orlando’s Column and announced the news. The step he stood on indicated the importance of his message—the higher up, the more important the news. It was also used as the pillory, where people were publicly punished. The thin line on the top step in front of Orlando is exactly as long as the statue’s forearm. This mark was Dubrovnik’s standard measurement—not for a foot, but for an “elbow.”
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• Now stand in front of Orlando’s Column and orient yourself with a...



Luža Square Spin-Tour



Orlando is looking toward the Sponza Palace (Sponza-Povijesni Arhiv). This building, from 1522, is the finest surviving example of Dubrovnik’s Golden Age in the 15th and 16th centuries. It’s a combination of Renaissance (ground-floor arcade) and Venetian Gothic (upstairs windows). Houses up and down the main promenade used to look like this, before the 1667 earthquake and fire. This used to be the customs office (dogana), but now it’s an exhaustive archive of the city’s history, with temporary art exhibits and a war memorial. The poignant Memorial Room of Dubrovnik Defenders (inside and on the left) has photos of dozens of people from Dubrovnik who were killed fighting Yugoslav forces in 1991. A TV screen and images near the ceiling show the devastation of the city. Though the English descriptions are pointedly—if unavoidably—slanted to the Croat perspective, it’s compelling to look in the eyes of the brave young men who didn’t start this war...but were willing to finish it (free, long hours daily in peak season). Beyond the memorial room, the impressive courtyard, which hosts temporary exhibits, is worth a peek (25 kn, generally free after-hours).


To the right of Sponza Palace is the town’s Bell Tower (Gradski Zvonik). The original dated from 1444, but it was rebuilt when it started to lean in the 1920s. The big clock may be an octopus, but only one of its hands tells time. Below that, the golden circle shows the phase of the moon. At the bottom, the old-fashioned digital readout tells the hour (in Roman numerals) and the minutes (in five-minute increments). At the top of each hour (and again three minutes later), the time is clanged out on the bell up top by two bronze bell-ringers, Maro and Baro. (If this all seems like a copy of the very similar clock on St. Mark’s Square in Venice, locals are quick to point out that this clock predates that one by several decades.)


The clock still has to be wound every two days. Notice the little window between the moon phase and the “digital” readout: The clock-winder opens this window to get some light. The Krasovac family was in charge of winding the clock for generations. During the 1991-1992 siege, their house was destroyed—with the winding keys inside. For days, the clock bell didn’t run. But then, miraculously, the keys were discovered lying in the street. The excited Dubrovnik citizens came together in this square and cheered as the clock was wound and the bell chimed, signaling to the soldiers surrounding the city that they hadn’t won yet.
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Nightlife Other
@ Cold Drinks “Buza” Il @ Restaurant Klarisa @ Sloboda Theater [12) Laundry
@ D'Vino Wine Bar & Glam Café @ Visia Cinema @ DESA Shop

@ Jadran Cinema
@® Vinoteka Miligié Wine Shop

D Life According to KAWA Shop






