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The Adriatic Sea stretches from the heel 
of Italy and the Greek island of Corfu, 
to the cities of Venice and Trieste in 

northern Italy. In the Middle Ages, when Venice 
was a powerful city-state dominating much of 
the Mediterranean, it was called the Gulf of 
Venice. 

Although the Italian coast of the Adriatic is an 
enjoyable cruise, with a number of interesting 
and welcoming ports, it is the Dalmatian and 
Istrian coasts on the eastern shore for which it 
is most famous. Stretching from Montenegro to 
Slovenia this is really a sailor’s paradise from May 
to October. 

Towering and precipitous mountains dominate 
the coastline of the Adriatic. Although mostly 
framed by a perfect azure sky, they can be 
menacing and veiled in swirling clouds. Along 
the shore there are many harbours that have 
their roots in antiquity and still retain the charm 
of ages past. Chains of islands run along most 
of the distance, some deserted, but many with 
ancient harbours that were once regular ports 
of call for the trading fleets of old, but now in 
summer dance to the hectic rhythm of modern 
life. Every few miles there are anchorages – in the 
old harbours lined with stone buildings, or at a 
quiet mooring off a summer konoba (traditional 
Dalmatian restaurants) where fish and lamb are 

grilled over smoky fires, or in a rocky tree lined 
cove where the water is warm and crystal clear.

In antiquity, the Illyrians, a race of fierce 
warriors whom the Romans thought were 
built like giants, occupied the eastern shore 
(today the Croatians are still a large, handsome 
people). However in 168 BC the legions finally 
conquered them and Illyrium remained a vital 
part of the Roman Empire from then on. It 
linked Rome with her eastern provinces, and 
provided the pathway for Roman forces into 
Greece and Asia – Caesar and his legions sailed 
from Brindisi to defeat Pompey at the fateful 
battle of Pharsalus in 48BC that made Caesar 
master of Rome. The fleets of Octavius and 
Mark Antony first clashed in the southern 
Adriatic before Octavius triumphed at the battle 
of Actium and forced Antony and Cleopatra to 
flee to Egypt.

By the third century AD much of the Roman 
army was recruited in Illyrium. Nineteen Roman 
emperors were of Illyrian birth. These included 
Diocletion, one of the wisest in that he managed 
to retire peacefully (in 305 AD) to the beautiful 
palace he built where modern day Split now 
stands. There was also Justinian, one of the 
greatest, who by 565 AD had reclaimed most of 
the empire and left behind a legal code that was 
the basis of modern European law.
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The dinghy harbour at Otranto. 
In 1537 the Ottoman admiral 
Barbarossa stormed ashore and 
raped and pillaged the town.
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Skampi Buzara 
Ingredients - 1.5 kg fresh scampi (prawns), ½ cup 
olive oil, 1 small can peeled tomatoes, 2 tsps garlic, 
¼ cup bread crumbs , 2 cups white wine, salt and 
pepper, garlic 

Method - Heat oil, lightly fry bread crumbs. Add 
garlic, parsley, tomatoes. Add wine, salt and  pepper, 
bring to boil. Add scampi, lower heat. Cover and 
cook for 15 -20 minutes. 

Or alternatively baste scampi with olive oil and 
barbeque or grill in wood fired oven as we also 
enjoyed when we picked up a mooring in the 
picturesque bay of Okuklje and dined on the sunny 
verandah at Konoba Maestral where we were spoilt  
by Tihomir and his sister Linda and their mother.

Luka Prozura 
Nestled into a sheltered corner on the picturesque island 
of Mljet, known as one of the prettiest islands in the 
Adriatic, is Luka Prozura, a small bay enclosed by wooded 
groves where we picked up a mooring belonging to the 
Konoba Barba. Shortly after a swim in the crystal clear 
water the proprietor rowed out in a wooden boat to drop 
off a menu for that night's dinner. After making our 
selection, he went back to get busy with the preparations. 
That evening sitting on Konoba Barba's candlelit deck 
we enjoyed a number of dishes cooked in the huge stone 
wood fired oven at the back of the restaurant, including 
Skampi Buzara. 

We were fascinated with the friendly family who run 
the restaurant, particularly the delightful eleven year old 
son, who spoke fluently to our fellow diners in English, 
Italian, German, Dutch and Croatian. Many konobas 
have their own moorings in front of their establishments, 
and are offered for no charge if one agrees to eat there 
at least once a day. We found this a great arrangement 
and though others sometimes charged a fee, we never 
begrudged it, as the season is short, the service normally 
friendly and everyone must make a living. 
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Heading south towards Montenegro 
we loitered at Sipan and Lopud 
islands on the way. Both were 

beautiful and had charming villages and great 
anchorages – some framed by thickly forested 
shores and others encased by rocky headlands. 
The swimming was bliss. There are rarely 
currents or undertows in the Mediterranean, 
so as well as being safer the water is generally 
very clear as there is nothing stirring it up, 
there are no sharks although there are a 
profusion of small fish, and from the middle 
of May until the end of September it is a 
very pleasant temperature. Some of the old 
harbours can be murky, but outside of these 
the water is pristine.

This part of the coast is dominated by 
the high coastal range that looms behind 
Dubrovnik and runs further south to wrap 
the Gulf of Kotor, at the northern edge of 
Montenegro, in a majestic embrace. Around 
the innermost basin of the gulf the sheer 
slopes of the rocky massifs drop over a 
thousand metres to the water. In winter they 
are snow covered, but in summer they look 
over a tropical wonderland of palms and 
flowering gardens. 

We cleared customs near the entrance to the 
bay and explored the old town at Herceg- 
Novi before having a meal on the esplanade. 
Settlements around the gulf date from Illyrian 
times, and there are traces of all the great 
Mediterranean powers, and examples of most 
architectural styles of the last few centuries. 

The high mountains hold the gulf of Kotor in a magestic embrace.
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We stopped in a delightful cove at Cavtat 
for lunch and a stroll along the foreshore 
before anchoring for the night off the old 
harbour at Dubrovnik near the island of 
Lokrum, where legend has it Richard the 
Lion Heart was shipwrecked on his way 
home from the Crusades. Later he was held 
prisoner in Austria by the Holy Roman 
Emperor, (whom Richard had mortally 
insulted) and ransomed for 150,000 silver 
marks (3 tonnes of silver), an astronomical 
amount equal to about three times the 
total annual income of the English throne. 
Richard’s brother (Robin Hood’s enemy 
King John) offered a bribe to keep Richard 
imprisoned, but it was not large enough.

The medieval walled city of Dubrovnik is 
also one of the iconic destinations of the 
Adriatic. The early origins of this beautiful 
city are somewhat unclear – some suggest 
that it was first an early Greek settlement, 
others that it emerged around the 7th 
Century AD. However by the Middle Ages 
it had grown in prominence and was an 
autonomous republic by 1358, and one 
of Europe’s most wealthy and important 
centres. There were hospitals, homes for 
the aged and orphaned, pharmacies, town 
planning and quarantine regulations, and 
the water supply was ducted from the 
mountains. During the 15th and 16th 
centuries its navy was amongst the largest 
in the world, it was a major trading centre 
and was one of the first states to abolish 
slavery.

Dubrovnik is one of the iconic 
destinations of the Adriatic. 
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Nevertheless we loved Komiza. It is 
set in an amphitheatre of mountains 
and overlooked by a fine 13th Century 
monastery, while a 16th Century 
Venetian tower dominates the waterfront.

The seafaring heritage is perhaps the 
defining characteristic of the Dalmatian 
coast, and nowhere is it more apparent 
than on the islands. Certainly since 
Greek times the men have been sailors, 
traders, pirates and fishermen. They 
crewed the Roman fleets, and had a 
greater affinity for the sea than the 
Romans themselves. They probably 
provided half the sailors under Venetian 
colours, and were certainly the pirates 
who infested the coast and decimated the 
Venetian traders to such an extent that 
overseas trade routes to Asia and Istanbul 
were developed.

It was now mid August and the height of 
the sailing season, and we had difficulty 
finding an anchorage in the popular 
Pakleni Islands, that lie off the town of 
Hvar, itself one of the main attractions 
in the central Adriatic. We looked into 
five bays before we found a somewhat 
tenuous spot in twenty-two metres, then 
after deciding to take a line ashore, Ro 
found the rocks too jagged to climb (and 
suggested I do the swimming next time). 
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Ancient churches are the centre 
piece of most villages.There were bikes and mokes for hire from 

Stari Grad and on a number of occasions 
we set off to explore the interior of Hvar 
island. The new road to the Hvar town runs 
across the mountainous spine of the island 
and although it is steep and winding it 
does not feel too life threatening. There are 
some tunnels, which cut out the most hair-
raising parts, and the views are magnificent 
– looking back towards the mountains 
of the mainland or over the blue Adriatic 
dotted with white sails, stiff in the breeze. 
Returning to Stari Grad there is an alternate 
route - the old road. This is certainly not 
for the faint hearted (us) and despite the 
breathtaking outlooks we only drove it the 
once. Most of the winding stretches along 
the very steep mountainsides were only 
wide enough for one small car and there 
were few lay-bys for passing and no safety 
railings. For every hundred meters forward 
we were forced to reverse fifty with those on 
the abyss side of the car white faced with 
terror.

We found the numerous vineyards thriving 
in the rich volcanic soil to the east of Stari 
Grad, and the delightful harbour towns 
of Vrboska and Jelsa much more relaxing. 
The road beyond Jelsa was built during 
Napoleonic times and is a monument to 
the engineers of that era, with the original 
cuttings and stone embankments carrying 
the road along the spine of the island, still 
in great repair. Unfortunately it has not 
been widened and with few safety barriers 
we again found the passengers white faced 
and tight lipped.
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