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Essential Croatia

This itinerary focuses on the essential Croatian experience – a sunny island-hopping 
trip along the Dalmatian coast. We’ve envisaged it as a journey that can be made pre-
dominantly by ferry. Start with a stroll through the marbled streets of Trogir. Either 
stay for the night or continue on to Croatia’s exuberant second city Split for a day or two 
of sightseeing and nightlife. Hop on a passenger ferry to Bol on the island of Brač (or 
alternatively a car ferry to Supetar and then a bus). This pretty little port town is most 
famous for its striking beach.

Next, catch the fast catamaran to historic Hvar Town, the vibrant capital of Hvar 
Island (alternatively, catch the cat to Jelsa and connect by bus). This picturesque place 
offers an intriguing mix of European glamour and raucous bars. From Hvar there are 
year-round connections to Korčula Town – a highly photogenic walled town jutting out 
into the Adriatic. In summer, there are direct fast ferries to Dubrovnik from here, other-
wise you’ll need to catch the car ferry to Orebić and continue by bus. Your first sight of 
the magnificent old town of Dubrovnik is bound to blow you away. Spend two days 
taking in its sights.

1 
WEEK
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Take in the heavyweights of Croatia in this two-week journey, including the capital city, 
three national parks and the gems of the Dalmatian coast.

Start in the capital, Zagreb, and set aside two days to delve into its booming cafe 
culture, cutting-edge art scene, simmering nightlife and interesting museums. En route 
south, spend the day at the World Heritage–listed Plitvice Lakes National Park, ex-
ploring its verdant maze of turquoise lakes and cascading waterfalls. Cut down through 
the Velebit mountains to the coast and cross onto Pag Island to try some of its famously 
pungent cheese and indulge in its summertime beach club scene. Continue on to Zadar, 
one of Croatia’s most underrated cities. It’s simultaneously ancient and modern, and 
packed with attractions.

The following day, stop en route at Krka National Park and do the hour-long loop 
along the boardwalks connecting the little islands in the emerald-green river. End the 
outing with a swim at the lake below Skradinski Buk, the park’s largest waterfall. Con-
tinue on to Šibenik, another gem of an old town with a truly magnificent cathedral. 
Next day, stop at Trogir to admire the World Heritage–listed walled town sitting on its 
own little island, then travel south to the buzzing Dalmatian city of Split for a two-day 
fling focused on Diocletian’s Palace. If you hired a car, return it here and hop over to chic 
Hvar Town by ferry for a taste of its happening nightlife and for some clothing-optional 
sunbathing on the Pakleni Islands, immediately offshore. 

Catch another ferry to Pomena on the gorgeous island of Mljet, gateway to Mljet 
National Park – you’ll get a great view of spectacular Korčula Town from the boat. Walk 
through the forest and around the salt lakes before hiring a car to drive to the eastern 
end of the island to spend the night. The following morning, return the car to Pomena 
and catch the ferry on to Dubrovnik. Spend the next two days exploring its old town’s 
gleaming marble lanes, vibrant street life and fine architecture. Note that the Hvar– 
Pomena–Dubrovnik ferries only operate from May to October. At other times it’s easiest 
to omit Mljet, ferry back to Split and catch the bus to Dubrovnik.
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Explore the Istrian peninsula for its coastal resorts, pretty beaches, hilltop medieval 
towns, top-rated food, award-winning wines and lovely rural hotels.

Start your trip in Pula, the peninsula’s coastal capital, home to the remarkably well-
preserved Roman amphitheatre that overlooks the city’s harbour. Arena, as it’s known 
locally, once hosted gladiatorial contests, seating up to 20,000 spectators; today you can 
tour its remains and take in the small museum in the chambers downstairs. Base your-
self in Pula for two days to see the smattering of other Roman ruins and take at least an 
afternoon to explore nearby Cape Kamenjak by bike or on foot. This entirely uninhab-
ited cape, Istria’s southernmost point, features rolling hills, wildflowers (including 30 
species of orchid), medicinal herbs and around 30km of virgin beaches and coves.

Stop to check out the captivating town of Bale, an offbeat place and one of Istria’s 
best-kept secrets. Push on to Rovinj and set aside at least two days for the coast’s 
showpiece resort town. Its steep cobbled streets and piazzas lead up to the Church of 
St Euphemia, an imposing construction with a 60m-high tower that punctuates the 
peninsula. Take time to explore the verdant beaches and some of the 14 green islands 
that make up the Rovinj archipelago just offshore. Zip up the coast to Poreč to gape at 
its World Heritage–listed Euphrasian Basilica, one of Europe’s finest intact examples of 
Byzantine art, with magnificent 6th-century frescoes.

Spend the rest of your trip exploring the peninsula’s wooded interior. Drop into music-
filled Grožnjan before continuing on through to Motovun, a similarly artsy hilltop 
settlement known for its summer film festival. The hilltop town of Buzet, known as 
Istria’s truffle epicentre, makes for a good base for exploring the villages of Croatia’s 
foodie heartland, where you can try pršut (air-dried ham), olives, excellent wine and, of 
course, truffles. Stop to wander around the world’s smallest town, the adorable Hum. 
Head southwest towards Pazin to walk through its famous chasm, which once in-
spired Jules Verne. On your way back to Pula, make a final stop to stroll through scenic 
Svetvinčenat, with its Renaissance-era square and castle.

1 
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Take in the delights of Croatia’s northern coastal stretches and their wild hinterland, 
starting with the Kvarner Gulf and moving south to northern Dalmatia with its wide 
spectrum of appealing sights.

Start in the capital of Kvarner, Rijeka, Croatia’s third-largest city and a thriving port 
with a laid-back vibe and a lively cafe scene. Take a day to explore this under-visited city 
and another to visit the elegant seaside resort town of Opatija. Its beautiful belle époque 
villas date from the dying days of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, when the town was the 
stomping ground of the Viennese elite. While you’re at it, take time to stroll Lungo mare, a 
picturesque path that winds along the coast through exotic bushes and thickets of bamboo 
to Volosko, a pretty fishing village that’s become one of Croatia’s gastronomic meccas; 
make sure you have lunch or dinner in one of its acclaimed restaurants.

Next, hop over to one of the Kvarner islands for two days – the interconnected Cres 
and Lošinj are the most offbeat. Wilder, greener Cres has remote camping grounds, 
pristine beaches, a handful of medieval villages and an off-the-radar feel. More popu-
lated and touristy Lošinj sports a pair of pretty port towns, a string of beautiful bays and 
lush and varied vegetation throughout, with 1100 plant species and 230 medicinal herbs, 
many brought from faraway lands by sea captains. Spend another two days chilling on 
Rab, lounging on the sandy beaches of Lopar peninsula and exploring the postcard-
pretty Rab Town with its ancient stone alleys and four bell towers that rise from them.

Back on the mainland, if you’re feeling adventurous, don’t miss a hike through the 
alpine trails and stunning canyons of Paklenica National Park. Next head down to 
Zadar for an amble through this vibrant coastal city with its medley of Roman ruins, 
Habsburg architecture and a lovely seafront; stick around for two days to take it all in. 
Head back inland to spend a day exploring the dazzling natural wonderland of Plitvice 
Lakes National Park, with its gorgeous turquoise lakes linked by a series of waterfalls 
and cascades.
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OUR STORY
A beat-up old car, a few dollars in the pocket and a sense of 
adventure. In 1972 that’s all Tony and Maureen Wheeler needed 
for the trip of a lifetime – across Europe and Asia overland to 
Australia. It took several months, and at the end – broke but 
inspired – they sat at their kitchen table writing and stapling 
together their first travel guide, Across Asia on the Cheap. 
Within a week they’d sold 1500 copies. Lonely Planet was born. 

Today, Lonely Planet has offices in Franklin, London, 
Melbourne, Oakland, Dublin, Beijing and Delhi, with more than 600 staff and writers. We share 
Tony’s belief that ‘a great guidebook should do three things: inform, educate and amuse’.

Published by Lonely Planet Global Limited
CRN 554153
9th edition – April 2017
ISBN 978 1 78657 418 3
© Lonely Planet 2017    Photographs © as indicated 2017
10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1
Printed in Singapore
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be copied, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, 
mechanical, recording or otherwise, except brief extracts for the purpose of review, and no part of this publication may be sold or hired, without the 
written permission of the publisher. Lonely Planet and the Lonely Planet logo are trademarks of Lonely Planet and are registered in the US Patent and 
Trademark Office and in other countries. Lonely Planet does not allow its name or logo to be appropriated by commercial establishments, such as 
retailers, restaurants or hotels. Please let us know of any misuses: lonelyplanet.com/ip.

Although the authors and Lonely Planet have taken all reasona-
ble care in preparing this book, we make no warranty about the 
accuracy or completeness of its content and, to the maximum 
extent permitted, disclaim all liability arising from its use.

OUR WRITERS
Peter Dragicevich
Plan Your Trip, Central Dalmatia, Southern Dalmatia After a successful career in 
niche newspaper and magazine publishing, both in his native New Zealand and in 
Australia, Peter finally gave into Kiwi wanderlust, giving up staff jobs to chase his 
diverse roots around much of Europe. Over the last decade he’s written literally 
dozens of guidebooks for Lonely Planet on an oddly disparate collection of coun-
tries, all of which he’s come to love. He once again calls Auckland, New Zealand 

his home – although his current nomadic existence means he’s hardly ever there.

Marc Di Duca
Istria, Kvarner, Northern Dalmatia A travel author for the last decade, Marc has 
worked for Lonely Planet in Siberia, Slovakia, Bavaria, England, Ukraine, Austria, 
Poland, Croatia, Portugal, Madeira and on the Trans-Siberian Railway, as well 
as writing and updating tens of other guides for other publishers. When not on 
the road, Marc lives between Sandwich, Kent and Mariánské Láznĕ in the Czech 
Republic with his wife and two sons.

Anja Mutić
Understand, Survival Guide, Zagreb, Inland Croatia Born and raised in Zagreb, 
Croatia, Anja has travelled the globe as a professional wanderer for decades. 
Her travel writing career has taken her to 60+ countries, taught her several 
languages (she is fluent in Croatian, English and Spanish and can get by with 
Portuguese) and her articles have won several awards. She has lived, worked 
and travelled on all the continents (except Antarctica), which included ‘mini lives’ 

(stints of several months) in Buenos Aires and Lisbon. Anja’s writing has been published in print 
and online publications such as The Washington Post, New York Magazine, National Geographic 
Traveler, AFAR and BBC Travel. Follow her on Instagram at Everthenomad.
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© Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd. To make it easier for you to use, 
access to this chapter is not digitally restricted. In return, we think it’s fair 
to ask you to use it for personal, non-commercial purposes only. In other 
words, please don’t upload this chapter to a peer-to-peer site, mass 
email it to everyone you know, or resell it. See the terms and conditions 
on our site for a longer way of saying the above - ‘Do the right thing with 
our content.’
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