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Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Fly Split; transfer Maškovića Han, Vrana. 

Day 2/7 Excursions from Maškovića Han. 

Day 8 Fly London. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Departs 

April 

Focus 

Birds, flowers, butterflies and all round natural history 

Grading 

A/B. Easy to moderate day walks 

Dates and Prices 

See website (tour code HRV05)   

Highlights:  

 Single-centre tour based in a 17th century 

Ottoman ‘caravanserai’ converted into a hotel 

close to Lake Vrana, the largest in Croatia and a 

natural reserve.  

 Look for Rock Partridge, Western Rock Nuthatch, 

Sombre Tit, Stone Curlew, Black-eared Wheatear, 

Wryneck and Hoopoe  

 Migrant Garganey, Purple Heron and Glossy Ibis 

and breeding Pygmy Cormorant, Water Rail and 

Great Reed Warbler all possible at Lake Vrana 

 Spring Sowbread (Cyclamen repandum) and  

spectacular stands of Branched (Asphodelus 

ramosus)  and Yellow Asphodel (A. lutea) amongst 

other spring-flowering plants 

 Botanise on the island of Pag 

Images from top: Skrandinski Buk Waterfall, Rock 

Partridge, Lake Vrana and coast  
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Introduction 

The rocky coastline of Dalmatia and its islands in the Eastern Adriatic, stretching from Dubrovnik in 

the south to Rijeka in the north, provide some of the southern Europe’s most spectacular scenery 

and landscapes. Created by the tectonic plate carrying Italy moving north and east and passing 

under the plate carrying Europe, the process has thrown up mountains and deep trenches close to 

the coast, like the folds in a hearth-rug. As sea levels rose at the end of the last Ice Age, these 

trenches filled and chains of islands running parallel to the coast were created. During this single-

centre holiday we will be based in central Dalmatia, from where we will explore the region’s diverse 

habitats, from the dry Mediterranean scrub and rocky pastures of the heavily-grazed island of Pag 

to the subalpine meadows and cool forests of the Velebit Mountains, part of the Dinaric Alps. The 

area’s rich biodiversity is a product of its landscape diversity, and the area’s birds, butterflies and 

other wildlife complement its rich history, with Roman, Ottoman, Venetian and Slav influences. All 

in all, the Dalmatian Coast offers an excellent blend of natural history, landscapes, culture and 

cuisine for a fascinating and enjoyable week.  

Itinerary 

Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, adverse 

weather & other local considerations can necessitate some re-ordering of the programme during 

the course of the tour, though this will always be done to maximise best use of the time and weather 

conditions available.   

Day 1  Fly Split, transfer Vrana 

We begin our holiday with a flight from London Gatwick to Split (usually departing in the middle 

of the day and arriving late afternoon), and then continue by road to our hotel around 75 minutes’ 

drive away. Our base for the week is Maškovića Han, a comfortable and modern hotel converted 

from a 17th century Ottoman palace built by Jusuf Maškovića, originally from Vrana, a high dignitary 

in the Sultan's court and a supreme 

admiral of the Ottoman fleet who 

captured Crete for the Sultan. He 

planned it to be a summer 

house/residence and caravanserai, a 

sort of fortified motel for merchants, 

but was executed for showing mercy 

to captured Venetian soldiers! 

Nearby, within walking distance, is 

Lake Vrana, a warm, shallow 

freshwater lake. Vrana is the largest 

lake in Croatia, produced by rising 

sea-levels at the end of the last Ice 

Age and fed by springs from the 

overlying limestone.  

Maskovica Han 



Croatia’s Dalmatian Coast Tour Itinerary 

 

 

© Naturetrek     November 18 3 

 

Day 2 Lake Vrana 

Today we will explore our surroundings on foot and with very brief journeys by minibus from our 

hotel, examining the limestone and wetland areas behind the hotel. About 800 metres west of the 

hotel, across open fields, the land drops away into the wetlands bordering Lake Vrana. Lake Vrana 

is a Ramsar Site covering more than 30 km2, lying 

just 10cm above sea-level and fed by springs 

emerging from the limestone of the Velebit 

mountain chain. The lake is a magnet for 

waterbirds on migration, including Garganey, 

Purple Heron and Glossy Ibis together with 

waders such as Black-winged Stilt and 

Greenshank. Breeding birds include Pygmy 

Cormorant, Water Rail and Great Reed Warbler. 

The reedbeds of the lake play host to a 

substantial part of Eastern Europe’s wintering 

Moustached Warbler population and the last 

birds should be in song and preparing to leave 

while we are there. The local farmland is low-intensity and small-scale with abundant songbird 

populations including Hoopoe, Corn Bunting, Linnet and Crested Lark while the village itself 

supports enormous numbers of Spanish Sparrows together with Blue Rock Thrushes and Black 

Redstarts. Outside the village, the xerophilous scrub of Phillyrea latifolia and Myrtle Myrtus 

communis hosts Sardinian and Subalpine Warblers, Nightingales and Cirl Buntings. There is even a 

sprinkling of Rock Partridges in the scrubland, best listened for around sunrise.  

Day 3 The Island of Pag 

This morning we will start our day’s excursions with a short stop near the lake before proceeding 

to the island of Pag, which is about an hour away. One of the largest islands in Dalmatia, Pag covers 

285km2 and exemplifies the plate tectonics of the area, running parallel to the coast, separated 

from the mainland by a deep channel and overlooked by the towering peaks of Velebit. Pag, 

reached via a bridge at its southern end, is 

heavily-grazed and much of the landscape 

looks like the moon! Huge areas of the 

grazing lands are covered with Branched 

Asphodel Aphodelus ramosus, a plant toxic 

to sheep and goats with beautiful white 

flowers which should be in full bloom when 

we arrive. Across the grazing-lands birds are 

thin on the ground, but very interesting 

when they do occur. Little Owls are a regular 

feature of the many stone barns dotted 

about the island and both Stone Curlews 

and Rock Partridges are common in some 

Purple Heron 

Branched Asphodel (P. Tout) 
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areas, the latter reaching densities that are now difficult to find elsewhere. Key amongst the sites 

we will visit are two wetlands, Veliko (“large”) and Malo (“small”) Blato (“muddy place”), both 

Croatian Important Bird Areas. In the context of a harsh, dry environment these areas are a magnet 

for migrant birds such as Squacco Heron, Glossy Ibis, many races of Yellow Wagtails and waders 

such as Little Ringed Plover. A feature of Malo Blato are the extensive, impenetrable beds of rushes 

that offer protection for a substantial colony of Montagu’s Harriers, and fabulous looping aerial 

displays are a feature of this time of year. 

Day 4 Lake Vrana 

Today is a day for both botanists and birders, although birds are harder work in the limestone scrub 

than they are in the wetlands, especially the western sector together with the limestone bluffs that 

overlook it. Here, though, we also get an amazing panoramic view towards the coast and out to the 

Kornati islands in the morning light. 

The area behind the lake was captured by Croatian Serbs in the early days of Yugoslavia’s civil war 

(1991) before being temporarily recaptured by Croatian forces in the course of Operation Medak 

Pocket (1993) and finally definitively retaken during Operation Storm in 1995. The result of this 

military activity and ethnic cleansing was the almost complete depopulation of the area which 

continues to this day, and the signs of the war are still all too visible. The rocky areas are frequented 

by Blue Rock Thrush, Black-eared Wheatear and Rock Partridge while the gentler areas with more 

agriculture have plenty of Tawny Pipits, Hoopoes, Woodlarks, Crested Larks, Ortolan and Corn 

Buntings.  

 

The areas of scree are home to large numbers of Horn-nosed Vipers and their main prey, the 

Dalmatian Algyroides, a Balkan lizard species whose spectacular reddish-black males have blue 

throats in the spring. The vegetation is mostly low, contorted xeric scrub, particularly St. Lucy’s 

Cherry Prunus mahaleb which resembles bonsai trees as it emerges from cracks in the blocks of 

limestone. The flora we see will depend upon the amount of rain over the winter, but we would 

expect to see the first orchids of the year including Green-winged Orchis morio, the tiny Four-

Lake Vrana and the coast 
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spotted Orchids O. quadripunctata and the first of the Ophrys species, Early Spider Orchid O. 

sphegodes together with a range of other spring-flowering species such as Illyrian Iris Iris illyrica, 

Spruner’s Milkvetch Astralagus spruneri and large stands of Heart-leaved Globularia Globularia 

cordifolia. 

 

Butterflies will also depend greatly upon the spring weather but we can reasonably expect to see 

Brimstone and Cleopatra, Large Tortoiseshell, Green Hairstreak, the first “blues” of a range of 

species and Glanville Fritillary. 

Day 5 Krka National Park 

Today we will visit Krka National Park, named after the River Krka, and the dry grasslands along the 

southwestern edge of the park which is an Important Bird Area. The National Park is rightly famous 

for its lakes and waterfalls, notably Skradinski Buk which is a set of travertine cascades not dissimilar 

to the more famous Plitvice Lakes to the north-east, and produced in a similar fashion by the 

chemical deposition of dissolved carbonates eroded from the limestone massif. Like Plitvice, the 

area is quite heavily-developed for tourists but this should not distract from its physical beauty. The 

presence of many tourists means that the birdlife close to the easily-accessed areas is rather poor 

but the unusual microclimate, mitigated by the large volumes of water mean some unusual plant 

species are present, including beautifully-scented Spring Sowbread Cyclamen repandum and the 

rare Joint Pine Ephedra fragilis set in sub-Mediterranean woodland of Christ’s thorn Paliurus spina-

christi,  Prickly Juniper Juniperus oxycedrus, Oriental Hornbeam Carpinus orientalis and Downy Oak 

Quercus pubescens with perhaps some early Lady Orchids Orchis purpurea. 

 

Much quieter, with no tourists and much more to see in ornithological terms, are the dry grasslands 

around the town of Drnis. Like elsewhere in Europe, these habitats are under severe threat as a 

result of abandonment and depopulation of marginal areas but the area around the village of 

Miljevački Bogatići is still in good condition and supports large populations of larks of a wide range 

of species, with particularly important populations of Short-toed and Calandra Lark, the latter a very 

rare species in Croatia and in rapid decline as grasslands scrub over. They should be in fine voice 

when we are there, imitating a wide range of species in their extraordinary song-flights. Although 

we are early in the year there should already be some of the area’s summer visitors present 

including Short-toed Eagle and Montagu’s Harrier. 

Day 6 Paklenica Gorge National Park 

The Velebit mountain chain is subject to high levels of precipitation, especially in the winter months 

and that water has to go somewhere. It infiltrates into the cracks and crannies, caves and potholes 

on the limestone massif before re-emerging in springs lower down. Some of these sites, such Veliko 

and Malo Blato, are on offshore islands, and others emerge deep under the Adriatic. At certain sites, 

however, such as along the Paklenica and Krka, the infiltrating water encounters less permeable 

strata and emerges on the surface before making its way towards the sea, cutting deep gorges that 

today are characteristic of the Dalmatian coast. In many places the watercourses are no longer 
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visible on the surface for most (or even all) of the year 

and the flow makes its way to the sea underground. 

The Paklenica National Park is the most famous of 

these gorges, especially amongst rock climbers, and 

attracts thousands of visitors a year. The site is 

famous amongst naturalists for its endemic flora and 

for a number of bird species close to the north-

westerly limit of their range including Western Rock 

Nuthatch and Sombre Tit, together with other 

interesting species including Blue Rock Thrush, 

Eastern Orphean Warbler, Alpine Swift and Rock 

Partridge. We are rather early in the year for much of the flora of the otherwise shady gorge, but 

can hope to find fine displays of the spring-flowering Cyclamen repandum and Broad-leaved 

Anemone Anemone hortensis together with other nemoral flora typical of Balkan woodlands 

including a range of hellebores, bittercresses and violets.  

Day 7 Lake Vrana 

Today we will enjoy another local day with walks close to Lake Vrana in the morning and afternoon, 

taking in reedbeds and farmland as well the scrub and woodland in some of the quieter bays along 

the lake’s eastern shore. The route we take will depend to a great extent upon the water levels. 

These were very high in spring 2018 as a result of melting snow, but both 2015 and 2016 were 

perfect for passage waders, herons and Glossy Ibis. The scrubland is warm and sunny with a wide 

range of Mediterranean species including the ubiquitous Sardinian and Subalpine Warblers, but we 

should also find large numbers of migrant passerines and hirundines which are attracted by the 

insects associated with the lake. There is a constant turnover on some days as the birds hurry north, 

but Wryneck, Redstart and Wood Warbler should all feature. On drizzly days in spring thousands 

of Barn Swallows and Sand Martins feed over the lake itself, sometimes accompanied by Black, 

White-winged Black and Whiskered Terns, with the hirundines and large flying insects in turn 

attracting Hobbies. 

 

While much depends upon night temperatures and sunshine, on sunny days the footpaths 

alongside the lake attract numbers of reptiles including Hermann’s Tortoises Testudo hermanni, 

Dahl's Whip Snake Platyceps najadum and the very common and beautifully-marked Balkan 

Whipsnake Hierophis gemonensis. 

Day 8  Transfer Split, fly London 

Our flight from Split to London Gatwick usually departs in the late afternoon, giving us plenty of 

time to enjoy a little culture on the Adriatic coastline to conclude our holiday. The city of Split, the 

second-largest city in Croatia and the largest in Dalmatia, is home to Diocletian's Palace, built for 

the Roman emperor in 305 A.D together with many other splendid antiquities from this period. 

Founded as the Greek colony of Aspálathos (and hence the Italian name “Spálaton”), it became an 

important city in the Eastern Roman Empire under Byzantium following the sack of Dalmatia’s 

Western Rock Nuthatch (D. Smallshire) 
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capital, nearby Salona (modern day Solin) by the Avars and Slavs moving westwards. With the 

decline in the Byzantine Empire the city fell under Venetian and Croatian influence even it remained 

nominally Byzantine, a heavily-defended enclave surrounded by Ottoman lands. After lunch it will 

be time to make our way to the airport ready to check in for our flight to London.  

 

Tour grading 

Grade A/B – Easy to moderate day walks. We travel by minibus most days, but will spend plenty of 

the time exploring on foot, expecting to cover between about 3 and 8km on a typical day. Please 

note that some of the trails can be are narrow, steep and rocky on occasion. Enjoyment of this tour, 

therefore, demands a reasonable level of fitness and an enjoyment of walking. All walks will be 

taken at a leisurely ‘botanical’ pace, and a built-in flexibility will take account of the overall abilities 

of the group. 

Focus 

This is an all-round natural history holiday, focusing on the outstanding flora, birdlife and fantastic 

scenery of the area. We will also enjoy the rich diversity of butterflies and other fauna, as well as a 

little of the local culture and cuisine. 

Food & Accommodation Included in the Price 

All food and accommodation is included in the price of this tour. We will be staying at the newly-

renovated Maškovića Han hotel. All the rooms have en-suite bathrooms, hairdryers and free Wi-Fi 

access. We usually enjoy picnic lunches in 

the field each day, and in the evenings we 

will eat in the hotel’s konoba (trattoria).  

Weather 

At this time of year, the weather should be 

sunny and warm with occasional showers, 

and daytime temperatures typically 

ranging from 15 to 25°C. That said, the 

weather in Dalmatia varies enormously 

from place to place and a rain-shadow 

means heavy rain inland in the mountains 

often corresponds with bright sunshine on the coast. We will take advantage of this should it prove 

necessary! When visiting the Paklenica gorge we will reach an altitude of about 1000m above sea 

level and while low temperatures should not be an issue, we should be prepared with extra layers. 

 

Double room at Maskovica Han  
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Your safety & security 

You have chosen to travel to Croatia. Risks to your safety and security are an unavoidable aspect of 

all travel and the best current advice on such risks is provided for you by the Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office. In order to assess and protect against any risks in your chosen destination, 

it is essential that you refer to the Foreign Office website – www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-advice prior 

to travel. 

 

Please note that the area north-east of Vrana village, behind Lake Vrana, inland from the Paklenica 

gorge and south of the River Krka were on  the front line during the 1991-1995 war and there are 

clearly-signposted minefields and unexploded ordnance. For this reason we will stick to roads and 

footpaths in the areas where this is an issue.   

How to book your place 

In order to book your place on this holiday, please give us a call on 01962 733051 with a credit or 

debit card, book online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, or alternatively complete and post the booking 

form at the back of our main Naturetrek brochure, together with a deposit of 20% of the holiday 

cost plus any room supplements if required. If you do not have a copy of the brochure, please call 

us on 01962 733051 or request one via our website. 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures 

and new dates, tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

 

http://www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-advice
http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/

