CCACAO
REACCCOO

Take the slow road into
Slovenia’s Julian Alps.
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PRIMOZ SUTAK

Dramatic mountains and coastlines, dueling cultures,
and the ever-present wind in your hair link up for a great bike ride
through Slovenia and Croatia . BY JUSTIN PAUL

S E PT E M B E R | O CTO B E R 2 0 1 8
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THERE’S A T-INTERSECTION
AUSTRIA
HUNGARY
SLOVENIA
CROATIA

BOSNIA AND
HERZEGOVINA

way to your first glimpse of the
blue Gulf of Trieste, which the
Adriatic grabs hold of and runs
with to the horizon. Speeding
past in a car, you’d likely miss
it. But on a bike, as you place
foot to ground for an engine
winding up around the bend,
it’s exactly the type of moment
you notice.
Bike touring is full of such
discoveries, cogs that link up
to power a more intimate and
visceral appreciation of place.
Cycling sharpens your focus
out of necessity – the tire-hungry
crack or hissing badger (?!)
mid-lane, the bark of a dog
in pursuit, a thunderhead’s
march off your flank, subtle
topographical changes under
wheel and in the distance.

PRIMOZ SUTAK

ITALY

in Slovenia where you can
feel the climate shift. It’s
a few hours’ ride from the
Lipica Stud Farm’s oak-lined
pastures, home of the famed
Lipizzan horses, along a less
trafficked two-lane through
one-gas-station towns, where
truck drivers transferring
beehives fuel up with diesel
and espresso.
The change happens gradually, of course – the trees growing more scrubby and squat in
deference to burly bora winds
as you approach the ridge – but
it’s here that you fully turn a
corner. The breeze blows a bit
warmer and carries a tinge of
salt. Sunlight reflects back a
touch more brightly, and the
terrain trends downhill all the
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STIPE SURAC

In this heightened state of
awareness, you’re ready to capture the smallest of pleasures
when nature winks.
Day three of Backroads’ new
cycling tour of Slovenia and
Croatia is transition day, from
mountains to coast. We awoke
in the resort town of Bled in the

shadow of the Julian Alps, and,
after a shuttle to Lipica and a
tour of the horse farm, mounted
our titanium steeds, scattering
across the windswept Karst
Plateau toward that ridgeline
near fourteenth-century Socerb
Castle, where things grew
warmer by the pedal stroke.

The six-day trip kicks off in
Slovenia’s capital, Ljubljana
(lyoo-blee-AH-nah), and
spends two days in the rugged
mountains and foothills near
the country’s northern border
with Austria before jumping
south to Istria, the diamondshaped Adriatic peninsula it

Clockwise from
top: Alpine life in
Triglav National
Park, a cheesemaker with a wheel
of Bohinj cheese,
and Lake Bohinj’s
bronze of Goldenhorn, a mythical
chamois buck from
the region. Opposite: Lake Bled’s
island church.

S E PT E M B E R | O CTO B E R 2 0 1 8

153

154

V I RT U O S O L I F E

shares with Italy and Croatia.
I’d been angling to see more of
Croatia ever since a Dalmatian
Coast road trip a decade ago,
and I’ll hop on a bike for nearly
any reason – year-round commuting, family outings, fitness,
century rides in the Pacific
Northwest. How inspiring is
the pairing of Slovenia’s widely
varied terrain with a less touristy side of Croatia? Ask the guy

who was smiling at 6 am spin
classes in the run-up.
“I DON’T CALL MYSELF A

cyclist, but I like to ride a bike
on these trips,” says Virtuoso
travel advisor Mary Walker of
Keller, Texas, who frequently
recommends Backroads to active clients and families. That’s
the kind of line I heard from a
few in our fit group of 15, who

ranged in age from 26 to early
70s, go-getters to sunny-day
riders. It was the first multiday
cycling outing for some, and a
preferred way of traveling for
others: One, a New Orleans attorney and grandfather, had 15
trips in the saddle with the tour
company – which is impressive,
but he was bested by a retired
tech entrepreneur and rock
climber who counts his in the

(CYCLISTS) PRIMOZ SUTAK, (LAKE AND ACCORDION PLAYER) STIPE SURAC

Clockwise from
top: Lake Bohinj’s
700-year-old Saint
John the Baptist
church, home to
fifteenth-century
frescoes; all smiles
after a steep descent
in Triglav; and village
entertainment.

Hong Kong Luxury Tour — 4 nights*

Hong Kong & Vietnam Luxury — 10 nights*

Extraordinary food, exciting nightlife,

Experience the magic of Hong Kong’s shimmering

world-class shopping and ancient culture await you in

skyline, complemented by an unforgettable journey through

Hong Kong. Experience the unique contrast where a thriving

Vietnam’s ancient cities, coasts and world heritage wonders. Includes

metropolis meets lush green mountains and geological

4 nights at The Mandarin Oriental Hong Kong, 3 nights in the Hanoi

wonders. Includes 4 luxurious nights at The Peninsula Hong

Sofitel Legend Metropole with a private tour of Ha Long Bay. Plus 3

Kong and a private tour of Hong Kong Island. Enjoy full

nights in Hoi An at the Four Seasons with a private tour of the My Son

breakfast daily, round trip private transfers and more.

ancient ruins. Enjoy full breakfast daily, round trip private transfers
from airports to hotel and more.

From

$1,799

From

$4,599

and encouraged everyone to
ride as much or as little as they
wanted, which for most of us
averaged between 30 and 50
miles daily. Or none at all – on
day five in Croatia, one rider
opted to take a break from the
road for more pool time, a walk
to the beach, and a massage.
Once ready, everyone set off at
their own pace, meeting up for
lunch, coffee breaks, a trufflehunting demonstration, and
other activities. Some then
called it a day; others snapped
helmets back on and struck out
for the evening’s hotel. The one
constant throughout the week:
It takes a few miles after a big
midday meal for things to click
back into gear.

Kranj
Ljubljana
SLOVENIA

Lipica
Trieste
Piran and
Portoroz

CROATIA

Bale

Pula

“HOW DID THEY PUT THIS

route together?” someone
asked on the first day. After
starting a few miles outside
Ljubljana, we’d made our way
to Bled via a series of smaller
and more out-of-the-way roads
through meadows rippling with
lanky wildflowers and cattle
lowing on hillsides out of view.
Makeshift shrines marked the

TAKE
THE LANE
DAY 1
Kranj to Bled
15-34 miles

DAY 2
Lake Bohinj loop
16-83 miles

DAY 3
Lipica to Portoroz
25-45 miles

DAY 4
Portoroz to Bale
30-65 miles

DAY 5
Bale to Pula
22-56 miles

DAY 6
Setting out from Socerb
Castle, which has commanding views of Istria.
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Bale Loop
16 miles
Shuttle to Trieste, Italy

This year, Backroads
rolled out a new
custom fleet for its
cycling itineraries
with titanium frames,
carbon forks, and
electronic shifters.
Without spinning too
far into bike nerd-dom,
just know that they’re
light and a pleasure
to ride, right down to
the saddles, designed
to keep you comfortable that fourth and
fifth day on the road.
A couple of travelers
on my trip opted for
e-bikes for the week
to help keep up with
stronger partners and
pack in more miles.
They’re tanks, but look
mighty nice breezing
past on hills with a
soft whirl.

(CYCLISTS) PRIMOZ SUTAK

20s. Uniting us all was a love of
the outdoors, the confidence
to take on a crowded café while
clad in Lycra, and a belief that
the best vacations involve
breaking a sweat.
“You don’t have to be Joe
Biker,” says Walker, whose fifth
cycling vacation is coming up.
Want to attack days like you’re
on Le Tour? Have at it – there’s
likely at least one other person
ready to hammer it too. But
for many, bike touring with
Backroads, Butterfield & Robinson, and others is a chance
to ease off life’s frenetic pace
for a week. “In Provence, I’ll be
digging into southern French
culture, drinking great wine,
learning about lavender aromatherapy, and exploring clifftop
villages,” Walker says.
Throughout the week, days
rolled along with a familiar
cadence, with flexibility as a
main theme. After breakfast,
team leaders Ted and Primoz
explained each segment’s
mileage, elevation gains, and
scenic highlights; passed out
Garmin bike computers with
preprogrammed directions;

Bled

Triglav
National
Park

A rare 22-day journey where we witness the Great Migration across the Savannah,
trek in search of mountain gorillas, navigate the Nile and float over otherworldly landscapes.

THE
ULTIMATE
SAFARI
BY
PRIVATE
JET
Cape Town – Rovos Rail – Victoria Falls
Chobe National Park – Gorillas In Rwanda
Serengeti – Lalibela – Luxor – Cairo

Departing 30 January, 29 September & 13 October 2019
Numbers limited. Enquire now.

A warm welcome to Istria:
Piran’s Old Town.

STIPE SURAC

WITH YOUR PHONE TUCKED AWAY,
YOU COULD MARK TIME BY
THE HOURLY TOLLING OF VILLAGE
CHURCH BELLS.
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SMALL SHIP CRU IS ING
It’s a big world. But sometimes, it takes a small ship to see it clearly.
To find its heart, hidden away in unexplored coves,
distant islands and old-world villages.
So step onboard, and discover the joy of traveling small.

Unforgettable... the Joy of Traveling Small.
Go where the big ships can’t go... Tauck Small Ship Cruising combines 90+ years of award-winning travel
expertise with unique destination experiences in Europe, Latin America, Asia and Antarctica. For 2019, to meet
increasing guest demand, we are adding more space and dates on our most popular cruises plus introducing
new destinations. Guests travel effortlessly, knowing that every aspect of their trip is already paid for –
and taken care of – from shore excursions to gratuities, with no options sold.

CULTURAL JOURNEYS & EXPEDITIONS
For additional information on Tauck’s 2019 small ship sailings, please contact your preferred Virtuoso advisor.
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a thigh-burning 2,500 feet.
About half of the group took
advantage of the shuttle to the
top of the pass; along with an
e-bike option, “boosts” like
this are one of numerous ways
Backroads ensures families
and couples with different
riding abilities can enjoy days
together. Triglav opens with
Bohinj Basin, one of the most
beautiful valleys I’ve ever
ridden through. A few months
earlier, more than ten feet of
snow buried the road, but in
late spring, as the Julian Alps
jacked up around us, sunbeams
filtered across a spectrum of
greens that would set the most
stoic Irishman’s heart aflutter.
On the far side of one meadow,
a deer cautiously picked its
way down the tree line, while
in others, open-air hay racks
and wood cabins’ steeply
pitched roofs announced
alpine settlements of as few as
a dozen residents. With your
phone tucked away, you could
mark time by the hourly tolling of village church bells until
you arrived at the country’s
largest natural lake, Bohinj,

STIPE SURAC

Clockwise from top
left: Socerb Castle and
Trieste, Italy, in the
distance; the Lipica
horse farm; and coffee
in Piran.

intersections of lanes that led
between farmhouses, where
grill smoke and kids’ laughter
seeped through the fences.
Stretches with heavier traffic
inevitably cropped up, but one
of the best discoveries throughout the week was just how backroads things were.
That first night at dinner,
the group buzzed about the
ride and the freedom of supported cycling. Out on the
road, one team leader rides,
while, in vans, the other and
a third support-staff member
hopscotch among the front and
rear riders, setting up refueling stations and checking in on
the group. You hop off the bike
for lunch, and a spread of local
specialties arrives. At hotels –

which, on this trip, ranged from
one of former Yugoslav dictator
Tito’s summer residences (still
a bit spartan and communist in
style) to the stately Kempinski
Palace Portoroz and a Relais &
Châteaux wine estate – you
hand your bike off to the
guides, who clean and tune it
if needed, and head straight to
your room.
One thing on everyone’s
mind was the next morning’s
journey into Triglav National
Park, the most challenging ride
of the trip, and whether anyone
planned to tackle the longest
option: 80-plus miles and three
imposing mountain passes.
“We’re not going to talk miles
and elevation gain at dinner,”
Primoz finally said with a smile
after some persistent peppering. “But I’ll say this: Of 100
people I’ve taken on the big
loop, only two completed it.”
That, in recreational-cyclingguide circles, is what you call a
conversation stopper.
The approach to Triglav,
Slovenia’s sole national park,
starts with an eight-mile climb,
the latter half of which rises
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which proved even more scenic
and peaceful than Bled’s.
A cold rain set in as we
regrouped beneath a cheesemaker’s hay rack for hot soup,
salads, “a friend’s” sausage, and
homemade cheese that were
typical of our lunches at agriturismos – family establishments
licensed to serve regional
dishes such as handmade pasta
with truffles or wild asparagus
and pancetta, home-cured
meats and pickles, pâtés and
rillettes, and true “house” wine
from ingredients the family
grows or produces. After a tour
of the one-room cheese factory,
we headed out on the downvalley cruise along a river, villages tucked hard against cliffs
leading the way back to Bled.
THE CONTRAST BETWEEN IS-

tria and inland Slovenia comes
at you like a train. Within a
few hundred feet’s descent of
the Karst Plateau’s face, the

traditional border between
Italians and Slovenes, the Mediterranean takes over. Once
off the plateau, we hugged the
coast south to join up with a
repurposed railroad bed that
disappeared into a stone tunnel. Sunlight flooded the exit,
which, eyes adjusted to the
dark, I blindly burst through
to find myself coasting along
a narrow valley of microfarms
planted in olive, fig, and fruit
trees, and tidy rows of sweet
peas, cabbages, and tomatoes.
“I’m Slovenian, but I consider myself Istrian,” Primoz,
who was born about a few miles
from this point, had mentioned earlier in the trip. We
were discussing how, socially
and culturally, he has more
in common with neighboring
Croatians than with his inland
countrymen: a shared official
second language (Italian),
seafood and pastas in place
of potatoes and hearty meat

stews, coastal traditions, a
warmer climate, better wine.
We confirmed this last fact that
evening with a tasting in his
hometown, the fishing village
of Piran, whose more than 500
years under Venetian rule are
still clearly evident today. In a
courtyard above an old cistern
used to store water during
sieges, a winemaker from
Steras Vineyards shared
vintages that included a rosé (a
bit sweet) and two reds, which
some of the group ordered by
the case for delivery, while
tourists walked by with looks of
“How do we get in on this?”
Piran is one of the few spots
on the trip where groups are on
their own for dinner. Among the
ten or so recommended restaurants, take Primoz’s advice and
head to his friend’s place, casual
Pirat, where eight of us ordered
double portions of nearly half
the menu to share: calamari;
mussels in a garlicky white-wine

TIP
“Piran feels like a secret
alternative to Venice,
without the crowds. It’s
an easy walk along the
coast from the center
of Portoroz, which is
especially beautiful
at sunset.”
– Shawn Kirschenman,
Virtuoso travel
advisor, Seattle

(CYCLISTS) PRIMOZ SUTAK, (MOTOVUN) STIPE SURAC

Hilltop Motovun
and (inset)
cyclists taking
in the abandoned Croatian
village Zavrsje
from afar.
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sauce; pasta with grilled lobsters; a fish platter with shrimp,
squid, and whole sea bream
and sea bass; and more – hands
down one of the best and most
fun meals of the trip.
The next morning, aside
from an on-bike passport
check, you’d be hard-pressed
to know you’ve crossed into
Croatia for the final two days.
Terraced vineyards and tall
Italian cypresses line the way
to fortified medieval hill towns
such as Motovun and the
artists’ enclave of Groznjan.
The hard mark of history pops
up in unexpected locations,
such as the tumbledown ruins
of Dvigrad, a ninth-century
town abandoned in the 1700s
and now nearly consumed by
forest, and, more dramatically,
in the heart of industrial Pula,
where we ended the ride in the
shadow of the world’s bestpreserved Roman amphitheater, built around ad 80.
Hours later, we gathered
at sunset on a patio carved
into the rocks a few feet above
the Adriatic in Rovinj, which
stands out in a region flush
with scenic towns. Plates of
caprese, prosciutto and cheese,
and the day’s catch landed on
tables, while some patrons sat
on bare rock, glasses in hand,
their toes dipping down toward
the sea. A crisp breeze slacked
off, conversations grew louder,
and, as the stars brightened,
Venus and a crescent moon
worked their way down to the
horizon. It was one of those
big-picture moments when
quiet Istria shouts, “Hey world,
top this!” – a silent pronouncement, of course, but no one,
cyclist or not, could miss it.

STIPE SURAC

Clockwise from top: Groznjan is known for its
galleries and concerts, Rovinj, and Puntulina’s
terrace, site of the farewell dinner.

MORE IN VIEW.
MORE TO DO.
IF YOU WANT TO SEE THE WORLD, cruise down its legendary rivers. If you want to see more of the world,
look no further than Avalon Waterways. Our Suite Ships® feature one-of-a-kind Panorama Suites,SM with
the widest opening windows in river cruising, the industry’s only Open-Air Balcony,SM and beds facing the
incredible views.
Beyond our wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling windows is a world waiting to be explored—your way. Whether you
want to enjoy a guided walking tour of one of Europe’s great cities, join a cooking class or paddle a canoe,
our Avalon Choice® selections of Classic, Discovery and Active excursions offer a wide range of possibilities.

Save up to $2,000 per couple on Europe River Cruises*
To book your Avalon Waterways River Cruise, contact your Virtuoso Travel Advisor today.
*Restrictions apply.

ADVENTURE’S ON
Action-packed trips in Croatia and Slovenia.
 Backroads

leads fully supported cycling trips in 37 countries, including the U.S. The six-day
Slovenia-Croatia itinerary from Ljubljana to the Julian Alps and the coastal Istrian Peninsula
falls in the middle of the company’s trip-intensity scale, with climbs each day. More easygoing
European options include Holland or the Loire Valley, while for diehards, there’s Mallorca.
Departures: Multiple dates, September 14, 2018, through October 1, 2019; from $4,398.

 Active

travelers hike, bike, and tour caves on Butterfield & Robinson’s private eight-day trip
from Ljubljana to Pula, Croatia. Lake Bled and Bohinj highlight interior Slovenia before a detour
for winetasting in Italy. In Istrian Croatia, parties explore the artists’ village of Groznjan and
Roman Porec and enjoy a seaside dinner in Rovinj. Departures: Any day through 2019; from
$7,995 per person for a group of four.
 Exeter

International’s privately chauffeured, nine-day trip from Croatia’s capital, Zagreb, to
Ljubljana is filled with city and museum tours, wine and olive-oil tastings, and light adventure
such as biking in Rovinj and a cable-car ride in the Julian Alps. One highlight of the customizable
itinerary: a tour of Croatia’s Plitvice Lakes National Park, home to 16 pristine lakes connected by
waterfalls. Departures: Any day through 2019; from $4,500.
 Virtuoso’s

on-site tour connection Luxury Slovenia works with travel advisors to craft
custom itineraries throughout the country and in Istria. For a complete introduction: a nine-day,
privately chauffeured journey that kicks off with coastal Piran and Portoroz and features visits
with winemakers, a cave tour, Bohinj Valley adventures, and a guided walk through Ljubljana’s
Old Town. Departures: Any day through 2018; from $4,190.

STIPE SURAC

Hay racks in
Slovenia’s Julian
Alps and (below)
Pula’s Roman
amphitheater.
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