Captivating Croatia: Birding the Adriatic Coast
April 11-23, 2026 | Trip Report
by Barb Jording

Guide Gerard Gorman, NJ Host Barb Jording and participants Philine, Susan M,
Jim M, Brian, Fay, Susan L, Jody, Maryann, Jim S, Liz and Robin

Sat., April 11 Welcome Dinner Hotel AS

Our journey began at Hotel AS, conveniently situated in a lightly wooded setting just above the center of Zagreb.
As guests arrived over the previous couple of days, there was time to relax and adjust to the time change, with
some opting to take the bus into town to explore Croatia’s capital, while others began birding right away along
the nearby walking trails.
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That evening, we gathered in the hotel’s spacious restaurant to share a meal, enjoy a welcome drink, and begin
getting acquainted. As introductions made their way around the table, we learned that our local guide, Gerard
Gorman, was already well known to several in the group—four guests had traveled with him previously, a
testament to his reputation and expertise. We were also joined by Tibor, our driver for the week, whose friendly
demeanor and professionalism would quickly become a valued part of our journey.

With good food, lively conversation, and a growing sense of anticipation for the days ahead, we settled in for the
night, ready to begin our exploration of Croatia in earnest the following morning.

Sun., April 12 Ravna Gora Area | Mati¢ Poljana Memorial Site

After an early breakfast at Hotel AS, we loaded the van and departed under overcast skies. The muted light did
little to slow bird activity, and before even setting off we were greeted by the song of Eurasian Blackcaps and
enjoyed good views of Hooded Crow.

Heading southwest of Zagreb on a roughly 1.5-hour drive, we made our way toward the lush montane forests of
Ravna Gora, where European Beech and Silver Fir dominate the landscape at elevations around 2,600 feet.
Joining us for the day was Josip Turkalj, a friend of Gerard’s, a Croatia National Park employee, and an
accomplished local guide.

This was our first immersion into Croatia’s famed karst landscape—one of the most extensive in the world,
covering over half the country. As we traveled through the countryside and into forested regions, the influence
of karst was unmistakable: sinkholes punctuated the terrain, smooth gray limestone surfaced through the soil,
and broad depressions known as poljes revealed where water collects before draining underground. Hidden
from view, but ever-present, are the thousands of caves—more than 7,000—formed by these subterranean
drainage systems. It was an introduction to a landscape we would come to appreciate more deeply in the days
ahead.

With Josip’s local knowledge complementing Gerard’s expertise, our first stop quickly produced several
montane specialties. Coal Tit and Crested Tit moved through the trees, while Goldcrest and Common Firecrest
offered excellent looks as they actively foraged in the understory.

2

Naturalist Journeys, LLC PO Box 16545 Portal, AZ 85632 PH: 866.900.1146
naturalistiourneys.com | travel@naturalistjourneys.com




Not all highlights came on wings. In patches of lingering snow, we found clear tracks of Brown Bear, European
Badger, and Wild Boar—an exciting reminder of the larger mammals inhabiting these forests. Nearby, a small
pond revealed an Alpine Newt in its breeding habitat, adding another layer of interest to the morning.

As we continued along winding mountain roads, Tibor expertly navigated the narrow routes. At one stop, Josip’s
keen ear picked up the distant call of a Eurasian Pygmy-Owl. With patience and skill, he managed to call it in,
rewarding us all with outstanding views of this diminutive predator.

We later stopped at Mati¢ Poljana Memorial Site, a broad meadow at approximately 3,400 feet, known both for
its beauty and its history. Wildflowers dotted the open space, inviting closer inspection—several guests taking
full advantage for a ground-level view. The site commemorates 26 fighters who perished during a Yugoslav
liberation march in February 1944, marked by a line of stone monuments that lend a quiet gravity to the setting.

Here, Gerard worked diligently to bring in one of our key targets, the striking Northern Nutcracker, its bold
black-and-white pattern standing out against the forest edge. Nearby, four Ring Ouzels foraged along the
margins, adding to an already rewarding stop.

A final roadside pause produced a small group of six Fieldfares and a Red Fox moving casually along a fence line,
a fitting end to a day rich in both birdlife and scenery.

After a full and successful day, we said our goodbyes to Josip, thanking him for sharing his knowledge of
Croatia’s landscapes and wildlife. From here, we continued to Hotel Amarilis, where we would settle in for the

next couple of nights.
Mon., April 13 Hotel Amarilis | Fish Farm | Jastrebarsko Erdody Park

The early risers met Gerard in front of the hotel for an hour of sunrise birding before breakfast. In the soft
morning light, we enjoyed good views of White Wagtail, a species that would become a familiar companion
throughout the tour. It was also fun beginning to learn the songs and calls of the common Eastern European
birds we would encounter repeatedly in the days ahead.

Flowing just in front of the hotel is the Dobra River and perched on the hillside across the field stands the Castle
of Novigrad na Dobri. Though the exact date of its construction remains unknown, the castle came into
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possession of a noble Croatian family in the 15th century. This provided our first real immersion into Croatian
culture and history as we admired the sweeping views and examined the weathered ancient stonework.

An unplanned stop at the nearby bridge over the Dobra created a burst of excitement among the group when a
Eurasian Hoopoe was spotted foraging in the grass. With its cinnamon-pink body, boldly zebra-striped black-
and-white wings, long downcurved bill, and dramatic, black-tipped crest, this unmistakable species was high on
many wish lists and quickly became one of the trip’s highlights.

Continuing toward the historic fish farm of Ribnjaci Kupa, established in 1948 for freshwater fish production, we
paused briefly for fuel and were rewarded with another iconic European species—a pair of White Storks nesting
atop a utility pole. We watched as one lifted gracefully from the nest and glided into a nearby backyard, its long
neck and trailing legs unmistakable in flight. No one missed appreciating this elegant, if somewhat gangly, bird.

At the fish farm itself, activity was everywhere. Peering over the reed tops, we watched Great Crested Grebes
engaged in their elaborate courtship display of head-shaking, bill-dipping, and synchronized preening. Overhead,
a male Marsh Harrier performed repeated swoop-dive displays while a female observed nearby. The ponds and
surrounding wetlands also produced Ferruginous Ducks, Eurasian Spoonbills, and a Black Stork, making for a
rewarding morning of wetland birding.

After enjoying sandwiches prepared by Hotel Amarilis, we continued to Jastrebarsko Erdédy Park, one of
Gerard’s favored locations for woodpeckers. Gerard, an acknowledged woodpecker expert and author of
numerous books on the group, proved his skill almost immediately. His imitation of a Gray-headed Woodpecker
was so convincing that one followed us through the park for much of our walk.

The park also provided our first views of Eurasian Tree Sparrow, allowing comparisons with the familiar House
Sparrow, along with looks at Short-toed Treecreeper and Eurasian Nuthatch as they worked their way along
trunks and branches.

Back at Hotel Amarilis, a delicious dinner and completion of the day’s checklist provided a satisfying conclusion
to another full and memorable day in Croatia.

Tues., April 14 Hotel Amarilis | Homoljac Memorial
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Today began much like yesterday, with an early morning bird walk followed by breakfast and an 8:30 departure.
Ahead of us was a longer travel day as we crossed the Dinaric Mountain Range toward the Dalmatian Coast, with
birding and scenic stops punctuating the drive en route to our next destination, the lovely Hotel Skradinski Buk
in Skradin.

Our route carried us through a dramatic section of the Dinaric karst plateau, a rugged highland landscape of
limestone bedrock shaped over countless millennia. Forested beech-fir slopes alternated with elevated plateaus,
while classic karst features revealed themselves throughout the journey—sinkholes, underground drainage
systems, and broad poljes carved into the terrain.

A stop at an overlook near the village of Rastoke offered our first glimpse of the scenery awaiting us in Krka
National Park, the focus of an upcoming exploration. Here, the Slunjcica River tumbles into the Korana River in a
series of beautiful cascades and turquoise pools, creating a landscape that felt both serene and dramatic.

News from Josip of a recent Wallcreeper sighting farther down the road demanded an impromptu stop. Thirteen
sets of eyes scanned the opposing cliff face with anticipation. While the hoped-for bird remained elusive,
everyone appreciated the striking canyon scenery and towering rock walls that would have suited this
charismatic species perfectly.

The birding rewards came elsewhere during the day. A Eurasian Hobby provided exceptionally good views as it
perched quietly atop a roadside pole—an unusually prolonged and cooperative sighting for this swift and agile
falcon. Additional species included Great Spotted Woodpecker, Mistle Thrush, and the hefty-billed Hawfinch.

After a coffee stop in the small town of Bjelopolje, Tibor guided us through the beautiful Velebit Mountains
(including a 4-mile tunnel), their rugged slopes and expansive vistas accompanying us for much of the afternoon.
We arrived in Skradin in time to relax with a beverage, complete the day’s checklist, and enjoy an excellent
dinner prepared by the hotel.

Wed., April 15 Rupe | Krci¢ Waterfall | Skradin Harbor Park

Today we traveled north of Skradin, paralleling Krka National Park toward the town of Knin on the Krka River.
The rugged karst landscape continued to define the scenery, with pale stone outcrops, sinkholes, fissures, and
dry rocky slopes dominating the terrain. Patches of low oak woodland, juniper, and aromatic Mediterranean
vegetation broke up the limestone expanses, while neon red poppies and other wildflowers brightened roadside
edges and open meadows, much to the delight of the botanists among us.
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Following winding roads deeper into the countryside, we made our way to the village of Kovacic. Here, the Krcic¢
River cuts through a rugged limestone canyon before plunging over the spectacular Kr¢i¢ Waterfall, a multi-
tiered cascade marking the river’s dramatic descent toward its confluence with the source of the Krka River.
Recent spring snowmelt and seasonal rains made the falls especially impressive, sending water thundering over
travertine ledges into a brilliant turquoise pool below.

The area proved rewarding for birding as well. Gray Wagtails worked the stone walls near rushing water, while a
Blue Rock Thrush perched among the cliffs. Overhead, a European Honey-buzzard soared along the canyon rim,
and below us we watched a pair of White-throated Dippers engaged in spring courtship along the river. From
dense brush nearby came the explosive song of a Cetti’s Warbler—a species rapidly becoming our nemesis,
heard far more often than seen.

Driving through the surrounding countryside revealed more rocky grasslands and scattered stone farmhouses,
lending the area a remote and timeless quality. We also noted the number of shell-damaged and abandoned
homes throughout the region. Gerard explained that this area had once been heavily populated by Serbians
during the years of Yugoslavia, before the Croatian War of Independence from 1991-1995. Many residents fled
during the conflict, leaving numerous properties abandoned and unresolved to this day.

Additional roadside stops through these visually striking inland Croatian landscapes added several more species
to our growing list. Gerard located an Eastern Subalpine Warbler, glowing softly with its warm rufous throat and
breast and bright red eye-ring, along with both Wood Lark and Crested Lark.

After returning we enjoyed a bit of free time to explore the historic town of Skradin, a settlement with a
remarkably long history. The surrounding area has been inhabited for thousands of years, while the town itself
dates to 33 BC.

Some of us chose to walk the trail up to the ruins of Turina Fortress, built between 1273 and 1312 and perched
high above the town. From its elevated position, the fortress provided sweeping views over the rooftops and
harbor.

Others wandered through Skradin’s charming historic center, where narrow cobbled streets led past stone
buildings, small shops, restaurants, and, of course, a few irresistible ice cream shops. Evidence of the War of
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Independence was visible with buildings punctured by mortar damage. It was a pleasant opportunity to slow the
pace for a while and soak in the atmosphere of this picturesque Dalmatian town.

Following dinner and completion of our checklists, the day was still not quite over. As darkness settled in, we set
out on foot from the hotel in search of a Eurasian Scops-Owl known to nest nearby and often heard from the
hotel grounds. It did not take long before two owls were spotted flying between trees before settling into open
perches, allowing wonderful looks for everyone and providing a memorable ending to another excellent day in
Croatia.

Thurs., April 16 Krka NP |Visovac Lake | Rupe | Roski Waterfalls

A beautiful sunny day exploring Krka National Park was on the agenda for the morning. After an early buffet
breakfast at the hotel, we walked down to Skradin Harbor to catch the 8:00 a.m. boat for the 25-minute journey
upstream on the Krka River into the park.

The serene river provided immediate birding opportunities. Mute Swans nested quietly among the reeds, their
elegant necks barely visible above the vegetation. Great Cormorants perched on low branches over the water,
while diminutive Little Grebes scooted along the sheltered edges of the river channel.

After disembarking and a short walk, we encountered the first alternating-current hydroelectric power plant in
Croatia. Designed by Nikola Tesla, Croatia’s famous native son, the plant began operation in 1895—becoming
the second hydroelectric plant in the world, opening just two days after the pioneering station at Niagara Falls.

From there, we explored the easy network of trails and wooden bridges surrounding Skradinski Buk, considered
one of Europe’s most beautiful calcium carbonate waterfall systems. Here, a massive clear pool is fed by a series
of 17 travertine cascades stretching nearly a quarter mile. The setting was almost overwhelming to the senses:
sculpted geomorphological formations, lush vegetation including abundant fig trees and ivy, butterflies,
dragonflies, spring wildflowers, and the constant sound of rushing water.

Birdsong accompanied us throughout the walk, with species such as Common Chaffinch and Eurasian Blackcap
singing from the surrounding forest. Along the trail, we even discovered a small Dice Snake entwined in
vegetation just off the boardwalk.
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Perhaps the loudest sound of all came from a pond filled with Marsh Frogs engaged in breeding activity. The
males inflate large vocal sacs on either side of their heads, amplifying calls that sounded remarkably like a
combination of high-pitched laughter and guttural chuckling.

While waiting for our return boat trip to Skradin, excitement spread through the group as the persistently calling
Cetti’s Warbler finally emerged into view, allowing everyone excellent looks at this notoriously elusive species.

A light lunch back at the hotel restored our energy and prepared us for the afternoon’s adventure. Once again
heading north of Skradin, we traveled toward Roski Slap, another waterfall area farther upriver where we
enjoyed a quiet walking path alongside a series of smaller cascades known as “The Necklaces.”

The afternoon produced several memorable birding stops. At Visovac Lake, numerous Great Crested Grebes
engaged in elaborate courtship displays while a Great Reed Warbler sang loudly from dense reeds. At the Roski
Slap overlook, we added Eastern Black-eared Wheatear and Cirl Bunting.

One particularly memorable sequence of events led to excellent views of one of our Croatian target species—
the Wryneck. As Tibor slowly navigated a country road near the village of Rupe, we first spotted a Ring-necked
Pheasant, by now becoming a familiar species on the trip. Moments later, Barb thought she had spotted a Cirl
Bunting, prompting everyone to stop and scan the roadside vegetation more carefully. Suddenly Brian called
out, “Wryneck!”

This curious member of the woodpecker family differs dramatically from its relatives. Rather than climbing
trunks, it often forages on the ground for ants and lacks the stiff tail feathers typical of woodpeckers. With its
slender body, small head, and thin pointed bill, it relies on old tree cavities for nesting and is famous for the
remarkable snake-like twisting motion of its head when threatened. We enjoyed excellent views of both a male
and female, and everyone was delighted to add this unique species to the growing trip list.

Our final evening in Skradin ended pleasantly with cocktails on the terrace at Hotel Skradinski Buk, centered in
the old town on a busy corner. Even then the birding continued, as we added Alpine Swift to the day’s list before
finally calling it a night.

8

Naturalist Journeys, LLC PO Box 16545 Portal, AZ 85632 PH: 866.900.1146
naturalistiourneys.com | travel@naturalistjourneys.com




Fri., April 17 Vrana Lake | Nin Saltpans

Yet another sunny morning greeted us as we enjoyed our final breakfast at Hotel Skradinski Buk before loading
the van for the short journey to our next destination, Hotel Pagus. The town of Pag sports this busy family
oriented hotel seated on a diminutive beach with outdoor dining and gorgeous sunset views.

Our first stop of the day brought us to the canals near Lake Vrana, the largest lake in Croatia and an important
protected nature reserve. Set within a flooded karst valley, the lake is a rare example of a cryptodepression—a
body of water whose bottom lies below sea level. The wetland habitat proved immediately productive, with
both Pygmy and Great Cormorants present, along with Squacco Heron and Eurasian Moorhen. Over the
surrounding grasslands, we watched five Montagu’s Harriers and two Western Marsh Harriers coursing low over
the vegetation in search of prey.

After a coffee stop in PakoStane, we continued north along Dalmatia’s Adriatic coast through Zadar toward the
historic salt flats of Nin. This proved to be one of the most interesting cultural and birding stops of the trip.

The Nin Saltworks, or Solana Nin, has a salt-producing tradition stretching back more than 1,500 years.
Organized salt production here dates to the Venetian period in the 15th century, and remarkably, salt is still
harvested today using traditional methods. We were given a detailed explanation of the lengthy and labor-
intensive process, which begins in April when the first pans are flooded with seawater. By late June, after
progressing through four stages of evaporation and crystallization, workers can begin harvesting the delicate
upper layer known as Flower of Salt. During the four-month season, the saltworks can produce four to five tons
of natural sea salt. Croatia still imports much of the salt needed for winter road treatment. It was a fascinating
look into a centuries-old industry, and many of us enjoyed browsing the Solana Nin gift shop for souvenirs and
gifts to bring home.

Birding the salt flats was every bit as rewarding as the cultural experience. The shallow salt pans held an
impressive diversity of shorebirds and waterfowl, producing 27 species at this location alone. Among them were
Black-bellied, Little Ringed, and Kentish Plovers, along with Ruff, Common Redshank, and Green Sandpiper.
Particularly exciting was the striking black-headed subspecies feldegg of the Western Yellow Wagtail.

After a full day of excellent birding and exploration, we were happy to be back at our hotel beautifully situated
on the waterfront with the Velebit Mountains visible across the inlet. The spacious resort hotel offered
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extensive buffet meals, and everyone appreciated the abundant choices—along with the complimentary wine or
beer served with dinner. It was a relaxing end to another memorable day along Croatia’s Adriatic coast.

Sat., April 18  DinjiSka Salt Pans | Veliko Blato | Lun Olive Gardens

We were greeted by yet another beautiful day and an abundant breakfast buffet to prepare us for today’s
exploration of Pag and its unique landscapes.

We began by heading south across the island to a road overlooking the abandoned Dinjiska salt pans. Pag, the
fifth largest of Croatia’s 1,244 islands, is strikingly barren in places—rocky almost beyond belief—with sparse
vegetation limited mostly to low Mediterranean shrubs and areas reforested with Aleppo Pine. Throughout the
island, distinctive dry-stone walls built for sheep tending crisscross the landscape. These remarkable drystone
rock fences, over 600 miles of them, are recognized by UNESCO as part of Croatia’s cultural heritage. They add
depth, texture and history to the otherwise stark terrain.

Despite the seemingly harsh environment, birdlife was plentiful. Here we found our first Rock Partridges, along
with Northern Wheatear, Whinchat, and Corn Bunting. In the shallow inlet below, ducks and shorebirds fed
quietly in the calm morning light.

From there, we continued to Veliko Blato Ornithological Reserve, considered one of Croatia’s premier birding
locations. This important wetland habitat, edged with reeds, sedges, and bulrushes and dotted with scattered
trees and shrubs, supports a rich diversity of both birds and karst-adapted plants.

Veliko Blato is also a reliable place to search for Little Owl, a species unusual among owls for being active during
daylight hours. True to reputation, we located two individuals in different areas, both perched atop old stone
buildings. This brought our owl total for the trip to three species.

Along the water’s edge we encountered several Glossy |bis and Wood Sandpiper, along with an excellent
assortment of additional waders and ducks working the marshy shallows.

Lunch was a relaxing picnic beside the water beneath the shade of Aleppo Pines. Local Pag cheese—one of the
island’s most famous products—was accompanied by apples, crackers, and pastries, making for a peaceful
midday break.
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In the afternoon we headed north toward the tip of the island to visit the Olive Gardens of Lun. Olive trees
thrive on Pag thanks to the abundance of sunshine and the excellent drainage provided by the limestone
substrate. This ancient grove contains trees that are centuries old, with the oldest two estimated to be nearly
2,000 and 1,600 years in age. Walking among the twisted trunks and weathered stone walls, it was easy to
imagine generations of workers tending these groves over the centuries. A sign inside a welcome cottage
advertised olive oil from the oldest trees!

One especially memorable bird here was the Common Cuckoo. We first heard its familiar call echoing across the
landscape—instantly reminiscent of a cuckoo clock—before the bird suddenly flew low and directly in front of
us. With its long wings and tail, it bore a striking resemblance to a small falcon in flight.

Returning to Hotel Pagus, several guests decided to test either the hotel pool or the waters of the Velebit
Channel itself. Reports afterward suggested that both were invigoratingly chilly.

Another generous buffet dinner following drinks and completion of the day’s species checklist, provided a
satisfying conclusion to another rewarding day on Pag.

Sun., April 19  DinjiSka Salt Pans | Veliko Blato | Malo Blato

We happily greeted our third day on Pag under sunny skies, hopeful for a few more additions to our ever-
growing checklist.

Because Pag is such a barren island, any reliable water source quickly becomes a magnet for birdlife, so
revisiting some of yesterday’s locations made perfect sense—and proved rewarding once again. At the DinjisSka
salt pans, a Eurasian Curlew, its long decurved bill unmistakable, methodically probed the muddy edges
alongside a good assortment of ducks and shorebirds. Nearby, Greater Short-toed Larks foraged along the path,
while the subtly beautiful Eastern Orphean Warbler moved quietly through low waterside shrubs.

Our coffee stop proved productive as well, offering prolonged, close views of Spanish Sparrows nesting under
the eaves of the building. It had become an unexpectedly educational part of the trip, learning to separate
Spanish, Eurasian Tree, and House Sparrows—three species that can look remarkably similar at first glance.
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Returning to Veliko Blato Ornithological Reserve, we added two new species from the marshy edges: Common
Snipe, with its blocky head and long probing bill, and the wonderfully secretive Eurasian Bittern, always a
satisfying find.

Farther along the trail, Gerard had learned of a recent sighting of Eurasian Thick-knee, a species high on
everyone’s wish list. This unusual shorebird favors open, stony ground—perfectly suited to Pag’s rocky
landscapes—and is instantly recognizable by its oversized yellow eyes and distinctive posture. After a lengthy
search involving careful scanning and strategic repositioning, Gerard managed to circle behind a pair, causing
them to fly closer to our location and providing everyone with excellent views. It was one of the day’s clear
highlights.

Though Pag initially appears stark, remote, and almost inhospitable, the island’s scattered freshwater sources
create pockets of surprising biodiversity. Over our three days here, this seemingly barren landscape had
rewarded us with an impressive variety of species we would not have encountered elsewhere.

This evening marked our final night on Pag. Tomorrow, we leave the island and return to the mainland for the
last three nights of our Croatian adventure.

Mon., April 20 Uvala Plemici | Nin

One last hearty buffet breakfast at Hotel Pagus prepared us for the day ahead before we loaded the van under
sunny skies and retraced our route toward Nin. During migration, every day brings new possibilities, so we
decided another visit to the salt pans at Solana Nin was well worthwhile.

Before leaving the island, we paused at the Pag Bridge connecting the island to the mainland. A lone sheep
standing atop a rocky hillside, silhouetted against the brilliant blue water below, provided a fitting final image of
Pag and its stark yet memorable landscape.

Birding along the route quickly proved rewarding. We were surprised to encounter a different morph of Eastern
Black-eared Wheatear, this individual showing a black throat, unlike the white-throated birds with black facial
masks we had seen previously.

At a small bay stop, we had an excellent opportunity to compare three similar gull species side by side: Black-
headed, Mediterranean, and Yellow-legged Gulls. Offshore, a group of twelve Arctic Loons repeatedly surfaced
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and dove while feeding, and nearby Zitting Cisticolas delivered their monotonous buzzing songs from marsh
reeds.

Satisfied with the morning’s discoveries, we rewarded ourselves with coffee at a local café before continuing to
Nin.

Back at the saltworks, the pans had recently begun filling with seawater for the season’s salt production,
dispersing bird activity farther across the flats and making observations somewhat more challenging. Still,
migration always offers surprises. As we scanned the distant birds and discussed identification possibilities,
Gerard suddenly shouted, “Collared Pratincole!” Heads snapped upward just in time to watch this graceful and
agile flier zip past. Feeding primarily at night, often catching insects and moths on the wing like a swallow, it was
an exciting and unexpected addition to the trip list.

After an active morning of birding, we were more than ready for lunch and made our way into the town of Nin
for pizza on the terrace at Pizzeria Erona. With an excellent assortment of pizzas and salads, everyone happily
relaxed beneath the awning while nearby white-bellied Barn Swallows noisily tended nests built atop the light
fixtures overhead.

Lunch was followed by an ice cream treat from Grgur before we spent some time exploring this fascinating
ancient town. Nin sits on a small islet connected to the mainland by two 16th-century stone bridges and
contains layers of history spanning many centuries. The tiny Church of the Holy Cross dates from the 9th
century, while remains of the old city gate trace back to the 1st century. Signage at the first Croatian Cathedral,
the Archparish Church of St. Anselm, reflects a long history extending from the 6th through the 18th centuries.

By late afternoon, everyone was content to relax in the van as Tibor drove us onward to our final hotel, Hotel
Rajna in Starigrad, located just outside Paklenica National Park. This comfortable family-run hotel, complete with
covered terraces at both the front and back of the property, would be our home for the remainder of the tour.
As the hotel’s only guests, we were warmly welcomed and wonderfully cared for throughout our stay.
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Tues., April 21 Beach Starigrad Paklenica | Starigrad Paklenica Area

With a new area to explore, the early birders once again met Gerard before breakfast for an hour of birding in a
forested field across the road from Hotel Rajna. Following overnight rain, the morning chorus was especially
lively, with passerines and warblers singing enthusiastically from every direction. European Greenfinch,
European Goldfinch, and European Serin all provided both good looks and beautiful songs, joined by the rich
voices of Eurasian Blackcap and Eurasian Blackbird.

After another generous breakfast buffet, we headed into the Velebit Mountains just west of Paklenica National
Park. Stopping at several elevations, eventually reaching approximately 2,200 feet, we spent the morning slowly
exploring the mountain landscape by both sight and sound.

The terrain here once again showcased Croatia’s dramatic karst environment, with massive limestone boulders
interspersed among mixed forest of oak, hornbeam, elm, and pine. Wildflowers were especially abundant, and

in several places rainwater seeped directly from the limestone hillsides, feeding moss-covered rocks and adding
freshness to the cool mountain air.

Among the birds encountered were Common Chaffinch, Common Buzzard, Eurasian Kestrel, and Western House
Martin, along with a variety of additional woodland and open-country species. By this stage of the trip,
everyone’s identification skills—both visual and auditory—had noticeably improved, making the day’s birding
especially satisfying.

As we wound our way back down the mountainside, we stopped to examine several Mirila, unique stone
memorials found along mountain paths on the southern Velebit slopes. These monuments represent a
fascinating endemic funerary tradition dating from between the 17th and 20th centuries.

Historically, many people living in these mountains were semi-nomadic livestock herders. Because cemeteries
were located far below the settlements, bodies had to be carried down the mountains by hand for burial. The
difficult journey allowed for only one resting place along the route. At this location, the deceased was laid upon
the ground and measured, with headstones and footstones later placed at that exact spot. It was believed this
ensured the soul remained anchored and would not wander. The carved reliefs found on many of the stones
combine elements of ancient cultural traditions with early Christian symbolism and iconography.
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Naturally, even this cultural stop came with a memorable birding moment. Just below the Mirila, we spent
nearly 45 minutes searching for a Sardinian Warbler we could clearly hear singing from dense scrub. The bird
repeatedly relocated and remained frustratingly hidden until finally popping briefly to the top of a bush,
allowing everyone excellent views of its striking black hood, whitish throat, and bright red eye-ring.

It was another rewarding day blending the birds, landscapes, and cultural history of Croatia.

That evening, dinner in the hotel’s warm wood-paneled dining room featured delicious freshly grilled hake
accompanied by blitva, a traditional Dalmatian side dish of potatoes and chard—a fitting end to another
memorable day.

Wed., April 22 Krupa Monastery | Country Roads

This morning’s early birding was challenged by heavy winds, though we still managed to find a few birds
hunkered down in the trees, likely seeking shelter from the powerful bora. We had been fortunate with weather
throughout most of the tour, making this our first real experience with the famed Adriatic coastal wind. The
bora is a katabatic, or gravity-driven, wind created when cold, dense air rushes down from the higher mountains
toward the warmer coastal regions below. It can be extremely strong and gusty. Fortunately, the skies remained
clear, making this a relatively mild bora by local standards, though it was enough to cause Gerard to rethink
some of our plans for the day.

Hoping to find calmer conditions, we headed toward Krupa Monastery, located deep in a sheltered valley along
the pastoral Krupa River. Along the way, we stopped near the entrance to a hydroelectric tunnel where a new
species for the trip, Eurasian Crag Martin, repeatedly flew out and back to the rock wall. Gerard remarked that
this behavior was unusual, as the species is more typically seen soaring swiftly overhead and suggested the
strong winds were likely influencing its movements.

Founded in 1317, Krupa Monastery is an historic Serbian Orthodox monastery set amidst agricultural fields and
rugged karst scenery. The monastery church contains beautiful frescoes painted in the 1600s, along with a
treasury housing valuable icons. As several of us stood quietly at the entrance reading the sign and admiring the
old bell, the door slowly opened to reveal a tiny elderly nun who silently motioned us inside. Communication
was limited to a few exchanged words in German and many gestures, but the experience felt deeply personal
and memorable as we quietly explored this peaceful and sacred place.
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The winds eased somewhat in the valley, allowing for enjoyable raptor watching as several species used the
winds to their advantage. Short-toed Snake-Eagle, Eurasian Kestrel, Western Marsh Harrier, and Montagu’s
Harrier all provided excellent looks while wildflowers continued to brighten the surrounding fields and hillsides.

Because of the continuing winds and our early departure scheduled for the following morning, we shortened our
field time slightly. Still, several intrepid birders ventured out again later in the day with Gerard, while others
chose a different kind of exploration. A small group was dropped at the entrance to Paklenica National Park and
walked the paved trail through the dramatic karst river canyon to visit Tito’s Cold War-era underground tunnels,
now transformed into an engaging interactive visitor information center for the park.

That evening, during our final dinner together, we shared highlights and reflections from the journey. One guest
with a strong interest in botany reported documenting 102 species of flowers and plants during the tour. Equally
satisfying, every guest who had shared a hoped-for bird species during our first dinner together was able to
report success—thanks in no small part to Gerard, who listened carefully to those wishes and worked tirelessly
throughout the trip to help make them happen.

We also offered heartfelt thanks to Tibor, whose calm and skillful driving safely carried us through mountains,
fog, narrow roads, and long travel days, always with patience, good humor, and a willingness to help wherever
needed.

This Naturalist Journeys tour, Croatia: Birding the Adriatic Coast, took us from the capital city of Zagreb to the
lush forests of Ravna Gora, across the Dinaric Alps, and onward to the spectacular Adriatic coast of Dalmatia.
Along the way we visited two national parks and a Croatian nature park, experienced UNESCO-recognized dry-
stone wall traditions, and compiled an impressive bird list of 145 species.

Most importantly, our time together was filled with awe, laughter, shared discovery, and the kinds of
experiences and memories that will remain with us for years to come.

Thurs., April 23 Return to Zagreb

After one final shared breakfast together, Tibor carefully loaded the luggage into the van as we prepared for the
drive back to Zagreb and the airport.
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As we retraced our route over the rugged Velebit Mountains and back through Croatia’s remarkable karst
landscapes, there was time to quietly reflect on the experiences of the past days. Forested mountains, rocky
islands, turquoise rivers, waterfalls, wetlands, ancient towns, and winding coastal roads had all become part of
our shared journey.

Along the way we encountered an impressive diversity of birds, explored layers of Croatian history and culture,
and experienced landscapes unlike anywhere else in Europe. From the alpine forests of Ravna Gora to the
Adriatic coast and islands of Dalmatia, each day had offered something memorable.

Though our time together in Croatia had come to an end, the experiences and memories created throughout the
tour will undoubtedly remain with us for years to come.

Group Photo (Barbara Jording -BJ), Eurasian Scops-Owl (Brian Elliott - BE), Krka National Park (BE), Eastern Black-eared
Wheatear (BE), Josip Turkalj (BJ), Euasian Pygmy-Owl (BE), Ravna Gora Birding (BJ), Eurasian Blackcap (BE), Novigrad na Dobri
- castle (BJ), Birding the bridge (BE), Common Merganser (BE), White Storks (BJ), Rastoke Croatia (BJ), Eastern Subalpine
Warbler (BE), Kr¢i¢ Waterfall (BE), Gray Wagtail (BE), White-throated Dippers (BE), On the way to Krka (BE), Krka National
Park (BE), From the Krka Ferry looking on Skradinski (BJ), Cetti’s Warbler (BE), Alpine Swift (BE), On the salt pans in Nin (BJ),
Group Birding (BE), Rock Partridge (BE), Little Owl (BE), Squaco Heron (BE), Tibor (BJ), Group Birding (BJ), Group Birding (BE),
Nin (BJ), Gelato (BJ), Tawny Pipit (BE), European Goldfinch (BE), Wryneck (BE), Eastern Orphean Warbler (BE), Paklenica
National Park (BE), Dinner at Hotel Rajna (BE), Scenic (BJ), Eurasian Crag Martin (BE), Monastery (BE), Group Birding (BJ)
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