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Slovenia:  August 2016 

When we told folks we were going to Slovenia, the first question was 

“where is Slovenia” and second was “why go to Slovenia?” 

The answer to the first question is easy:  Slovenia lies east of Italy across 

the Adriatic Sea, south of Austria, southwest of Hungary, and 

west/northwest of Croatia.  As to “why Slovenia?” … why not?  A write-up 

in Mountain Travel Sobek’s (MTS) catalog of a trip called Hiking Slovenia’s 

Julian Alps sparked our interest so we signed up for their August 2016 trip.   

Linda and Brian, our friends from Denver and alumni of joint past MTS trips 

to Iceland (2013) and the Tour du Mont Blanc (2015), signed up as well. 

Figuring this might be our only opportunity to visit Slovenia (it’s not exactly ‘on the way’ to other European destinations), 

the four of us decided to spend a few days in country before the official start of the MTS trip.  Thus, this write-up is divided 

into 2 parts:  In & Around Ljubljana and Hiking Slovenia’s Julian Alps. 

Historically, the current territory of Slovenia was part of many different state formations, including the Roman Empire and 

the Holy Roman Empire, followed by the Habsburg Monarchy. In October 1918, the Slovenes exercised self-determination 

for the first time by co-founding the internationally unrecognized State of Slovenes, Croats and Serbs. The Slovenians 

mostly wanted to be with Germany and Austria, but merged that December with the Kingdom of Serbia into the Kingdom 

of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes (renamed Kingdom of Yugoslavia in 1929). During World War II, Slovenia was occupied and 

annexed by Germany, Italy, and Hungary, with a tiny area transferred to the Independent State of Croatia, a Nazi puppet 

state. Afterward, it was a founding member of the Federal People's Republic 

of Yugoslavia, later renamed the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. In 

June 1991, after the introduction of multi-party representative democracy, 

Slovenia split from Yugoslavia and became an independent country. In 

2004, Slovenia entered NATO and the European Union.   

Note:  A special thanks to Kyle, Christian and Brian for sharing their trip 

photos with us – several of which are included in this write-up. 

In & Around Ljubljana 

After some online investigation as well as review of Amazon-purchased maps and tour books, we discovered some fun 

facts which greatly influenced the pre-MTS hiking portion of our Slovenian visit plans: 

 Slovenia is home to over 11,000 caves:  so we definitely wanted to see some of them! 

 Slovenia is a small country, 7,827 square miles (i.e., about the size of Steve’s home state of Massachusetts):  the 

drive from the capital city of Ljubljana to the coast is only about 1 ½ hours, making a trip to the Adriatic Sea a 

must!  We later heard a joke about the size of Slovenia:  the reason Slovenia’s air force doesn’t have an F-16 is 

that there isn’t room for it to make a turn within the country’s borders! 

Saturday, August 13:  After our 3-leg flight from Denver to Ljubljana, we arrive midday and take a few minutes to settle 

into our home for 4 nights, Hotel Lev, before heading out in search of some food and some sights.  Ljubljana has been for 

centuries, and is currently, the cultural, educational, economic, political, and administrative center of Slovenia.  After 

World War II, Ljubljana became the capital of the Socialist Republic of Slovenia, part of the Socialist Federal Republic of 

Yugoslavia. With Slovene independence in 1991, it became the capital of a democratic Slovenia.  

Slovenia is shaped like a chicken so there are lots of 
chicken related jokes 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socialist_Federal_Republic_of_Yugoslavia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socialist_Federal_Republic_of_Yugoslavia
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The charming and very Baroque “old town” area of the 

city has been turned into a large pedestrian-only area 

littered with cafes, shops, and tons of fellow tourists 

from around the world. After fortifying ourselves with 

some food at a river side cafe, we head out to explore 

the city.   

Old town is watched over by the Ljubljana Castle – 

originally an 11th-12th century medieval defensive 

fortress but whose current configuration and buildings 

come from the 15th-17th centuries. We climbed up to the 

castle grounds (a funicular is also available) and enjoyed 

the 360 degree views from the top of the castle tower 

(and the very cool double spiral staircase which 

separates upward and downward traffic).  We also saw some 

of the 12th century foundation and various other castle areas 

including its penitentiary and chapel as well as an exhibition 

of Slovenia History.  A weird and somewhat disturbing 

Museum of Puppetry got a thumbs down from us all 

(definitely not Disney character puppets!).  An exhibition of 

fantastic National Geographic photographs from around the 

world did receive a unanimous thumbs up. 

The Ljubljanica River flows through the center of “old 

town” and there are multiple bridges which cross it, 

including the most famous of which is Tromostovje (Triple 

Bridge), designed by the famous Slovenia architect Jože 

Plečnik. During our explorations of the city, we walked over 

all 3 spans of the Triple Bridge as well as several other 

bridges including the Cobbler’s Bridge (named for the 

cobblers that used to set-up shop on a prior version of the 

bridge), and the similarly named Butcher’s Bridge.  Shortly 

after the 2010 opening of the current Butcher’s Bridge, 

Triple Bridge with Presernov Trg Square in background 

Padlocks on Butcher's Bridge with Central Market in background 

Ljubljana Castle overlooking Old Town filled with Baroque buildings 

Steve and I atop Ljubljana Castle’s Tower 

Ljubljanica River through Old Town 
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couples in love started placing padlocks on its steel wires, symbolizing declarations of 

eternal love (a phenomenon similar to the padlocks found on the Paris Pont des Arts 

Bridge). 

In Presernov Trg Square there is a spot where Ljubljana makes its own weather … an 

overhead sprinkler system makes “rain” sporadically, delighting kids of all ages, especially 

on warm summer days like those we had during our time there! 

The symbol of the city is the Ljubljana Dragon -- it symbolizes power, courage, and 

greatness.   

Despite a healthy dose of delicious gelato, we decided a short nap was in order before a 

dinner of tapas, followed by an early bedtime. 

Sunday, August 14:    After getting a much needed good night’s sleep and hearty 

breakfast, we are ready for a day of exploration and adventure in Slovenia!  Our driver 

and guide for the day, Adriana, speeds us south east out of the city to our first stop of the day: Rakov Skocan Regional 

Park.  The park is in the Karst region, a limestone plateau region extending across the border of southwestern Slovenia and 

northeastern Italy, famous for its many caves.  Here we explore a large collapsed cave by hiking down into its “water in” 

end and then driving around a valley to view its “water out” 

end.  

We then visit the “Disappearing Lake” (aka Cerknisko Jezero), 

which is an intermittent lake depending upon the water levels.  

In the months when it is full of water, this lake is Slovenia's 

largest lake with a potential span of over 30km (18+ miles).  

We carefully avoid the many muddy sink holes while exploring 

some of the area on foot. 

We lunch at a family-owned restaurant in the village of 

Cerknica housed in a building whose doorway cornerstone is 

dated “1814.” 

Next up is a visit to the Castle Sneznik, one of the dozens 

of castles in Slovenia. It was built as a hunting lodge, first 

mentioned in sources in 1268.  The formation of the 

existing castle reaches back to 1462 – the current 

residence building has Renaissance era walls while the 

outer towers and the two-arched stone bridge are 

Romantic additions of the 19th century.  While the 

property is open for interior tours, unfortunately, all we 

have time for today is a quick stroll around the exterior 

Ljubljana’s Castle and Dragon 
appear on its Manhole Covers 

Looking up from the floor of a collapsed cave in Rakov Skocan 

Sink Hole of Lake Cerknica (aka The Disappearing Lake) 

Castle Sneznik 
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grounds where we see the spring which is dammed to create the pond below the castle. 

After exploring some of the Karst region above ground, it is time to do so underground!  We do so via the Krizna Jana or 

Krizna Cave -- the “Cross Cave” named for the hill standing above it, the Mount of the Cross, which in turn took its name 

from the tiny church of the Holy Cross built on top of it during the Middle Ages. At approximately 10km in length (the 

actual total length is yet to be determined), Krizna Cave is the longest cave with lakes – it has over 50 of them.  While most 

visitors to Krizna cave take a 1 hour tour across just the first lake, we were fortunate to be able to take the 4 hour tour 

which is limited to a max of 4 people per day (we scheduled over 2 months in advance).  The delicate ecosystems of the 

cave demand this limited visitation level and we followed strict instructions during our visit to help minimize our visit’s 

impact. 

We donned long underwear under our pants, pulled on 

multiple layers of tops, and put on 3 pairs of heavy socks 

before finishing our attractive looks with the provided red 

coveralls, rubber boots, and hardhats with battery-pack 

powered headlamps!   Including my coveralls, I had 6 top 

layers on and was happy to have them as both the water 

and air temperatures were approximately 46 degrees and 

the humidity was 100% -- you could see the water particles 

in the air. 

A long staircase leads from the surface entrance down to 

the first lake.   Our guide was the owner of the commercial 

operation and had been conducting cave tours for over 25 

years.   He shows us the earliest graffiti, the date of “1557” 

scratched into the rock wall and believed to have been 

made by occupants of the nearby Castle Sneznik that we had 

just visited. 

Our tour involved traveling on 13 lakes with depths less 

than 20’ in a small rubber raft.  Surrounding us were 

amazing stalagmites and stalactites with such names as 

Great Wall of China, Pirate Ship, Mushroom, etc.  These 

structures grow at a rate of only about 1/3” per year so the large ones we see have been growing for quite some time! 

Linda, Brian, me and Steve suited up for Krizna Cave 

Deep inside Krizna Cave alongside stalagmites:: Linda, me, Steve,       
and Brian 

Steve, Linda, me and Brian on one of the lakes inside Krizna Cave 
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Between lakes our guide would portage the raft while we stood on carefully selected spots – at one point I am standing 

on Steve’s feet while he balances on a rock so as to minimize our “foot prints” which can potentially damage the soft, wet 

limestone. 

Križna Cave is the fourth largest cave ecosystem in the world when it comes to the variety of animal life. It is home to as 

many as forty-four species of animals, which are mainly very small in size and virtually invisible to the naked eye: 

crustaceans, insects, earthworms, spiders, amphipods, small snakes, etc. We were fortunate to see a beetle, crab, and 

worm – all colorless.   

We are delighted with our fantastic voyage through the world that is Krizna Cave but happy to be back above ground and 

in the warmth of the sunshine.  Adriana returns us to Ljubljana and we toast the day’s adventures at a sidewalk café and 

enjoy a delicious dinner of Serbian cuisine.  

Monday, August 15:  We get a fairly early start this morning at Adriana’s request – it is a National Holiday and she expects 

heavy traffic and crowds.  The holiday is the Assumption of Mary, also known as Assumption Day, and is the principal feast 

day of the Virgin Mother Mary, according to Christian tradition – Slovenia’s population majority is Roman Catholic. 

Skocjanske Jame or Skocjan Cave is our first destination of the day, about 50 

miles southwest from Ljubljana.  Skocjan Cave became a UNESCO world 

heritage site in 1986.  Over the millennia, the Reka River has carved out of the 

cave which is approximately 2 miles long, 33 to 197 feet wide and over 459 

feet high. At some points, the cave expands into huge underground chambers. 

The largest of these is Martel's Chamber); with a volume of nearly 78 million 

cubic feet, it is considered the largest discovered underground chamber in 

Slovenia and one of the largest in the world.  It is quite the sight to see indeed 

– especially when we cross the Reka River via the Cerkvenik Bridge which is nearly 155 feet above the river and the distance 

between the river and the cave’s ceiling is nearly 480 feet. We marvel at the trails and stairs cut into steep walls of the 

cave by early 20th century explorers.  While the Skocjan Cave 

is known for its size, it still has a number of interesting 

stalagmites and stalactites, including the “Giant” stalagmite 

at nearly 50 ft. tall and the “Organ Hall,” a stalactite 

formation in the form of an organ.  Since we’re not allowed 

to take pictures I can’t show you any of them.  We exit 

from the cave and instead of taking the elevator we opt for 

the 10 min hike back up to the visitor’s center where we 

meet up with Adriana for the next portion of today’s 

adventure … a visit to the Slovenian coast. 

On the way to the coast we pass through typical 

Mediterranean terrain with Cypress trees, olive tree groves, 

vineyards, and fruit orchards.   Slovenia only has about 29 

miles of Adriatic Sea coastline, sandwiched between Italy to 

the north and Croatia to the south.  The Slovenian salt pans 

of Secovlje are the northern most of the Mediterranean 

(chocolate with sea salt from these pans is delicious!).  The 

medieval city of Piran is considered “the pearl” of the 

Slovenia coast.  In the Middle Ages it was surrounded by 

walls of which over 650 feet are still preserved.  Its 

architecture of narrow streets and compact houses is 

reminiscent of Venice, which is not surprising given the 

Venetians were its masters for several centuries (Venice lies 

just a short distance across the Adriatic Sea and they used Skocjan Cave 
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this area of Slovenia to grow crops).  The whole town is now protected as a 

cultural and historical monument … vehicles are not permitted in the main 

town area so Adriana drops us off so we can explore its charms.    

Being a holiday, Piran is stuffed with tourists, especially along its rocky 

water’s edge – with no sand beaches, towels and mats are laid out upon 

concrete sidewalks, atop breakwater rocks, and where ever space allows.  

An al fresco lunch at a café tucked into the narrow streets, including some 

fresh mozzarella, fuels us for a short walking tour of the city and its 

picturesque setting.   

Medieval City of Piran on the Adriatic Sea 

Piran's Very Narrow Streets 

Steve and I enjoying a summer afternoon in Piran 

Sunbathing in Piran 
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We say goodbye to the coast and return to the Karst 

region.  First up is a tour of the Predjama Castle, a 

renaissance castle built into the mouth of a cave in the 

middle of a towering 400 ft cliff.  The castle was first 

built in 1274 in the gothic style and then expanded and 

rebuilt over the centuries due to destruction by both 

man and nature (earthquakes) – the current castle was 

built in 1570 and has remained virtually unchanged to 

the present day.  An audio tour takes us through the 

various rooms, including the torture chamber, the 

armory, chapel, and living area – all quite refreshingly 

cool on a warm summer’s day but the place would be 

incredibly cold and damp in winter.  At the top of the 

castle we admire the fresh water catch/disbursement 

system as well as legendary “Erazem’s Tunnel” which 

was a secret tunnel up through the cliff which allowed 

Erazem to secretly leave the castle and gather supplies 

from the nearly village during the time he was 

besieged in his castle fortress for a year and a day! 

A short drive away is one of Slovenia’s top tourist 

attractions, Postojna Cave, which gets over ½ million 

visitors a year.  We join the still bustling summertime 

crowds for the 5pm tour.  At nearly 15 miles in length, 

it is the 2nd longest cave system in Slovenia.  Via an 

electric rail system and on foot, we tour a bit over 3 

miles of it.  Since 1819 the cave has been a tourist 

destination and electric lighting was installed in 1884 

before even the city of Ljubljana had it.  Postojna Cave 

is renowned for its geologic features – from the bright 

white 16 ft high stalagmite Brilliant (the symbol of the 

cave) to the stalactite-filled Spaghetti Hall to the Big 

Mountain Hall to the Concert Hall; with space for 

10,000 people, it is known for its exceptional acoustics 

(symphony orchestras as well as a variety of soloists 

have performed here).   

The “human fish” or olm is an aquatic salamander that lives 

inside the Postojna Cave.  It is so called because of its skin color 

which is similar to that of Causasians.  We are able to view this creature inside the Postojna cave in a specfically built 

Predjama Castle 

Linda & Brian aboard the electric train inside Postojna Cave 

“Brilliant” 16’ stalagmite inside Postojna Cave 

Olm (aka Human Fish) 
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display.  Just recently 60 new olms were hatched at Postojna.  The olm has adapted to a life of complete darkness:  its 

eyes are undeveloped, leaving it blind, while its other senses, particularly those of smell and hearing, are acutely 

developed.   It also lacks any pigmentation in its skin. It has three toes on its forelimbs, but only two toes on its hind feet.  

Having seen only a small sample of Slovenia’s caves, we all agreed that our raft journey into Krizna Cave was our favorite. 

We felt incredibly fortunate to be counted among the small number of folks who have gone beyond its first lake.  We toast 

our caving adventures while watching the Olympics on TV at Café Romeo, a Mexican-fusion place (think Mediterranean 

burritos)!  

Tuesday, August 16:  Ljubljana’s “market” is our first 
stop of the day where we enjoy seeing the stalls filled 
with fresh produce and more.  We admire the sculpted 
brass doors on St. Nicholas’s Church (aka Ljubljana 
Cathedral).  The City Museum is our next stop.  There 
we learn that during the 1st –early 6th century, the city 
was a Roman city called “Emona” which housed over 
5,000 inhabitants … we see some of the archeological 
findings from that era, including some medical 
instruments (as a physician, Linda is happy the 
technology has improved a bit since then!).  An exhibit 
on the more recent history of Ljubljana gives us insight 
into Slovenia’s history as part of Yugoslavia and its 
1991 independence.  We all enjoyed an exhibition of 
245 spectacular black & white photographs by 
Sebastiano Salgado of wildlife, landscapes, seascapes, 
and indigenous peoples.  We could have spent a lot 
more time at the museum but we didn’t want to be 
late for a most important date:   meeting up with our guide for a Food Tour of the city! We spent the next 2 ½ hours 
strolling about the city, enjoying a wide variety of foods, getting info on a variety of city sights, and some insight into 
today’s Slovenia from the perspective of a married 30-something trying to purchase his first home.  The food tour included: 

 Carniolan sausage (kranjska klobasa) at one of the 9 
licensed makers of that type of sausage 

 Herring and calamari with white wine at “The Market”  

 Dark chocolate w/ Slovenia sea salt at “La Chocolate” 

 Prosciutto on French bread with red wine at the “Wine 
Library” inside the Union Hotel 

 A visit of an inn established in 1820 for a sampling of 
traditional Slovenian foods including: elderberry juice, 
goulash broth with potato flour dumplings and cottage-
cheese wrapped in dough sprinkled with sugar 

 Trout and white wine at a restaurant near Republic 
Square (formerly called Revolution Square) with its very 
utilitarian concrete buildings 

 Dessert at rooftop terrace restaurant at “The 
Skyscraper,” a 13-story building which was the highest 
building in Yugoslavia in 1933  when it was completed 
\ 

Needless to say, we waddled back to Hotel Lev just in time 
to meet up with the rest of our MTS hiking group for an 
orientation meeting. 

  

Milk vending machine in Ljubljana’s outdoor central market 

Sausage shop in Ljubljana 
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Hiking Slovenia’s Julian Alps 

Day 1: Tuesday, August 16:  Our MTS hiking group totals 14 guests plus 2 guides.  We introduce ourselves to one another 

and while we may currently be mostly strangers to one another, spending the next nine days together will certainly remedy 

that situation! 

Our fellow hikers are geographically from across the US, from West to East they are: 

 Kyle from Honolulu, Hawaii – Kyle is a trained architect who now works in construction management. Kyle won 

our group’s prize for hiking with the largest/heaviest camera rig with which he took gorgeous photos 

 Andrea from Greenbrae, CA (Marin County) -  Andrea is a trained chef who now works as a culinary consultant  

 Catherine from San Francisco, CA – Catherine works in finance and is an avid tennis player and yoga practitioner 

 Teresa from Salt Lake City, UT – Teresa is a retired attorney who is now doing lots of paleontology-related 

volunteer work 

 Nancy, also from Salt Lake City, UT - Nancy works in technology for the State of Utah on its Immunization System 

 Linda and Brian (our friends and fellow Denverites) – Linda is an MD specializing in Occupational and Travel 

Medicine; Brian works in finance 

 Lane and Christian from Peculiar, MO – Lane works in volunteer coordination for a hospice; Christian runs an 

industrial supply business.  Lane and Christian were the other members of  the big camera-toting subset of our 

group and shared some of their beautiful images with us all 

 Carolyn from Boca Raton, FL – Carolyn, a retired teacher, is an avid yoga practitioner  

 Sylvia and Tom from Canterbury, NH - Sylvia works in the area of non-profit land trust management; Tom is an 

attorney specializing in land conservation.   

All of us are alumni of at least one other MTS trip, some like Sylvia and Tom are well into double digit MTS trips!   

 

Kyle, Tom, Andrea, Sylvia, Christian, Catherine, Lane, Brian, Nancy, Linda, Teresa, Carolyn, Steve, and me 
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Our fearless and very engaging trip leaders: 

- Miha, a late 30-something who is a ski 

instructor during the winter and a 

seasoned tour guide the rest of the year.  

Throughout the trip, Miha regaled us with 

tidbits about growing up in socialist 

Yugoslavia (e.g., how he helped his Dad 

smuggle in a radio from Austria by hiding 

it under his body and pretending to “be 

asleep” in the back seat of their car while 

crossing the border). 

- Primoz, an early 30-something who has a 

master’s in business (focus on tourism) 

and who speaks fluent Spanish so he often 

provides guide services to visitors from 

Spain.  When riding in Primoz’s van we 

were entertained with his very eclectic 

musical taste on his ipod. 

After a brief orientation meeting, Miha and Primoz lead the group out into the city for a brief walking tour before settling 

us in at a restaurant for a delicious multi-coursed dinner of a “lighter version” of traditional Slovenian foods.  Steve and I 

skipped the offered after dinner shot of walnut brandy (one who did taste it said it tasted like cough medicine).   

The European Alps: Before describing the hiking 

trip any further, a quick geography:  The European 

Alps are a mountain system located in south-

central Europe, immediately north of the 

Mediterranean Sea. They extend for almost 700 

miles in a crescent shape from the coastline of 

southern France (near Monaco) into Switzerland, 

then through northern Italy and into Austria, and 

down through Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Serbia and Montenegro - then ending 

in Albania on the rugged coastline of the Adriatic 

Sea.  Divided at the Swiss-Italian Border, the Alps 

are sectioned into the Western Alps and Eastern 

Alps.  The Eastern Alps are further divided into 4 

sections:  

1. Flysch zone (up from the Vienna Woods to the Bregenz 

Forest) 

2. Northern Limestone Alps, peaks up to 3000 m 

3. Central Eastern Alps (Austria, Swiss), peaks up to 4050 m 

4. Southern Limestone Alps, peaks up to 3500 m 

This hiking trip will be in parts of the Southern Limestone Alps which 

are themselves sectioned into 16 different ranges – we will only be 

hiking in 2 of them:   

 Kamnik–Savinja Alps: Area 2 on map 

 Julian Alps: Area 4 on map 

Geographical range of European Alps 

Slovenia 

Sections of Southern Limestone Alps in Slovenia 

Miha, our Group Leader 

Primoz, Assistant Leader 
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Day 2: Wednesday, August 17:  We and our luggage piled into two vans with Miha and Primoz also acting as our drivers 

then and headed north out of Ljubljana.   After leaving the city area, we see lots of corn fields but learn that it is used 

mainly for animal feed, not human consumption.  A 1+hr drive deposits us at the base of the Velika Planina or “Big Pasture” 

in the Kamnisko-Savinjske Alps region.  For our first hike of the trip, we’ll hike an easy 7 miles round trip and have a gentle 

climb of under 1,400 ft.  Our destination is the Big 

Pasture where there is a disbursed settlement of 

preserved sheepherder’s wooden huts with their 

distinctive shingled oval roofs.  There, we enjoy an al 

fresco lunch prepared by 2 local women with such 

local specialties as sour milk with buckwheat and 

crackling (quite tasty), pumpkin seed bread, salad with 

pumpkin seed oil, and hot tea brewed from locally-

collected flowers/plants. [Linda, our resident doctor, 

recommended we not eat the unpasteurized sour 

milk, since it has an increased risk of carrying bad 

bacteria:  Steve and I didn’t heed the warning but 

luckily had no ill consequences!]  The women then 

generously offer to share two different types of 

homemade brandy with us, one of which is made from 

the “Melissa” herb (aka lemon balm) – Steve and I 

graciously decline. 

Throughout the trip we saw beautiful wildflowers on every hike … 

 

 

After returning to the vans, we have a 1+ 

hour’s drive to the Logarska Valley Nature Park 

located near the border with Austria.  Here we 

settle into our rooms at the family run Hotel 

Plesnik, our home for the next 3 nights.  A 

welcome drink of blueberry brandy is offered, 

and I do give this one a try – definitely a 

blueberry taste but rather strong for me.   

  

Shepard's Village 

Logarska Valley 
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Before joining our group for dinner at the hotel, Steve and I do our nightly clothes washing routine: wash clothes in sink, 

wring out over bath/shower and then “burrito” them in a towel (a terry cloth robe works too!) and apply pressure to the 

burrito to squeeze out excess water (Steve uses his knees, I walk on them) before hanging them up to dry.  Since the 

majority of our clothes are synthetic in nature, they usually dry easily overnight; only our hiking socks sometimes require 

more time.  This process allows us to travel “light” and still have clean clothes each day.   Our friends Linda and Brian are 

giving our method a try this trip – packing light for Brian especially, does not come naturally (more about this later). 

Day 3: Thursday, August 18:  We fortify ourselves for the day on the trail with a hearty breakfast at the hotel before 

heading out of the valley to a trailhead near the “Snow Cave.” Unfortunately, the Snežna jama, with its ice lake and a rich 

decor of ice stalagmites and stalactites, is only open on weekends so we missed seeing it but we did enjoy the graphic sign 

near its entrance that said “No High Heels Allowed”!  

Our day’s goal was a Mt. Raduha, elevation 

6,820, with sweeping views north into Austria.  

The trail starts out in beautiful beech forest 

with ripe wild blueberry and strawberry 

bushes which we happily sample (tiny but 

tasty).  Before long we begin to emerge above 

tree line, which in Slovenia ranges from 

roughly 5,575’ to 5,900’ (as opposed to 

11,000- to 12,000’ in Colorado).   

Along the way we encounter a couple of 

Lipizzaner horses – one of whom is quite 

friendly and comes looking for a handout – 

licking the salt off Miha’s trekking poles is the 

only treat he gets.  This famous breed of horse 

has been in Slovenia since 1580 when Archduke Karl, son of the 

Austro-Hungarian Emperor, Ferdinand I, founded the Lipica 

Stud Farm to breed Lipizzaner horses for the Spanish Riding 

School in Vienna and the Royal Court stables [the recent book 

“The Perfect Horse” by Elizabeth Letts describes how these 

horses were saved during WWII].   

Above tree line we encounter a large flock of grazing sheep 

before eventually reaching Mt. Raduha’s ridge line and 

subsequent summit.  There we take in the stunning views – 

Austria to the north and the Ljubljana basin to the south -- 

before heading back down an often slippery trail of limestone, 

still wet from the rain the prior night.  Many of us did a number 

of “whoa” moves on the way down, unfortunately Linda 

Atop Mt. Raduha 
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strained a knee during one such maneuver – fortunately, after taking the next day off from hiking her knee was good to 

go.  We have a late lunch at a mountain hut – a hearty stew of sausage and beans.   Upon our return to Hotel Plesnik I 

enjoyed a late afternoon massage in the hotel spa and then subsequent daily knee icing in the hotel bar area.  Dinner that 

evening is at a nearby restaurant where we are served a huge variety of traditional Slovenia foods family style (e.g., beef 

noodle broth, cheese & potato soup, greens with pumpkin seed oil, turkey cutlets w/ potatoes, pork medallions w/ cheese 

sauce, dough wrapped ricotta cheese, dumplings w/ pear & fresh raspberry jam, and raspberry strudel). 

Day 4: Friday, August 19:  Despite heavy rain with thunder & lightning during the prior night, we awake to no rain but very 

foggy conditions – we wouldn’t know we were surrounded by peaks.   A short drive towards the end of the valley leads to 

the start of today’s hike under slowly clearing skies.  The Rinka waterfall is a short walk from the trailhead and we marvel 

at the engineering of the nearby “Eagles Nest” hut.  The trail then climbs up towards the top of the waterfall with helpful 

iron handholds, wooden steps with cable railings, and wooden 

ladders strategically placed to aid us.  Climbing through beech 

forest we arrive at a basin surrounded by rock-walled mountains 

– this is a popular rock climbing spot and thus the location of a 

Rescue Hut (built next to a huge boulder to protect it from 

avalanches).  We view a memorial to killed climbers before taking 

a morning tea break at a nearby mountain hut.  We return to the 

valley floor via the same trail (total distance about 6 miles and 

2,200’ elevation ascent/descent) before taking a short ride to our 

lunch spot – another local hut where a tasty stew of barley, beans, 

and smoked ham hits the spot.  A sunny hike along the beautiful 

valley floor back to the hotel aids in the digestive process and the 

additional couple of miles helps work up an appetite for a final 

dinner in the Logarska Valley.  

Day 5: Saturday, August 20:    In order to reach our next area of 

exploration we need to get to the next valley to our west.  As there 

are some mountains in the way, we instead take a somewhat 

circuitous route:  we first drive north across the border into Austria 

(where we stop so those such as Steve who haven’t yet claimed 

Austria as a visited country can walk on Austrian soil and thus do 

so), then drive west along another Austrian road before turning 

south and returning Slovenia and our destination: the Bled area.  As 

Rescue Hut protected from avalanches by boulder 

Eagles Nest Hut at Rinka Waterfall 

Typical Slovenian alpine home in Logarska Valley area 
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we drive into the town we view a “parade” of VW vehicles of all models 

and ages, including several infamous vanagons from the 1960’s, 

heading out of town – quite the sight! 

In the foothills above Bled, we hike a loop trail which takes us to, thru, 

and then away from the Vintgar Gorge.  The Vintgar Gorge was created 

by the Radovna River and boasts walls 160 to 330 ft high.  It also boasts 

a ton of tourists!  We join the crowd to view the gorge via a nearly 1 

mile long “trail” mostly consisting of wooden walkways (many 

cantilevered over the river) and bridges which follow the river’s path 

ending in the 75’ Sum waterfall.     

The group then heads back into town for a late lunch.  Bled is Slovenia’s 

most popular resort destination and on an August Saturday it is packed 

with people both in town and around & on the lake of the same name.  

After a lunch of good pasta with a slice of the famous Bled “cream cake” 

for dessert, the group scatters for some free time.  Lake Bled is home 

to Slovenia’s only island so Linda, Brian, Steve and I decide to walk 

around the lake to get in a 360 view, including the peaks of the Julian 

Alps in the background.   Our circumnavigation of the lake is really more 

a dodging of folks on foot, bikes, etc. but we do enjoy the views on a 

warm and sunny summer day!  The Church of the Assumption sits on 

the island and has 99 steps going up to it -- tradition still has it that the 

groom should carry his bride up all of the 99 steps in order to get 

married in the island church.  The Bled Castle, Slovenia’s oldest castle according to written sources, is another icon of the 

area.  It sits majestically atop a cliff which rises about 425 feet from the lake.  

Vintgar Gorge 

Lake Bled 
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We leave Lake Bled (and pass by Tito’s “summer house” 

which is now a hotel (he was the first president of the 

Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia) and head to the 

larger but much less developed Lake Bohinj (Slovenia’s 

largest glacial lake), which is part of Triglav National Park, 

Slovenia’s only national park.  Hotel Jezero will be our home for the next 3 nights and 

we enjoy a dinner in its dining room that evening.  As part of our evening repast, I also 

enjoy a new found favorite:  Slovenia’s Union brewery’s Grapefruit Radler – a 

refreshing mix of beer and fruit juice with a low 2% alcohol content and to me, a “no 

beer” taste beverage since I don’t 

like beer! 

Day 6: Sunday, August 21:  It rained 

heavily during the night but luckily 

it was not raining when we set out 

this morning – there is even a bit of 

sun.  We hike directly from the 

hotel and then along the eastern 

end of Lake Bohinj before climbing 

from the valley floor up to the 

Mostnica Gorge, a much smaller 

gorge than the previous day’s Vintgar Gorge but without the crowds of 

tourists, so much more appealing.  At about 1 ¼ miles in length, the 

Mostnica Gorge is very narrow in places and the trail winds along both 

sides of the gorge -- in some places, you can get very close to the river 

itself, while in others, the path veers away from the river, only to return 

later.  The highest point of the gorge, about 65’, is at the stone "Devils 

Bridge" which was built in 1777.  We hike back down to the lake and 

continue along its northern banks to its south-western end where we 

greedily consume fresh-baked pizzas for lunch! 

To work off the pizza, we take a hike up to the Savica Waterfall, a short 

hike away and ending with a climb up 525 stone steps to the viewing 

platform.  The waterfall is fed from the Triglav Lakes above it and comes 

cascading down nearly 200 feet into a deep pool below.   After threatening all day, the rain starts as we are viewing the 

falls, and so we climb down the stairs wearing full rain gear (in our day packs, we carry rain parka, pants, and hats for 

situations just like this one).  Once back down to the valley floor, we are given the option of taking a van back to the hotel 

Left:  Bled Castle         Above: Church of the Assumption with its 99 steps 

Mostnica Gorge 
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or walking 2 ½ miles (or so we were told).  It wasn’t raining much at 

this point so several of us, including myself, Steve & Brian, decided to 

just hike back.  Unfortunately, it started raining harder before too long 

so we all started walking much faster (Brian later said he couldn’t have 

walked any faster than we did) – 1 ½ hours later a small number of very 

wet hikers finally reached the hotel – obviously the distance was far 

more than 2 ½ miles, a distance which we should have easily covered 

in well less than an hour!  We figured we ended up hiking a total of at 

least 16 miles that day.  With the pizza lunch a fond memory at this point, we were ready for a very good dinner at a farm 

house restaurant high in the hills between Lake Bohinj and Lake Bled.     

Day 7: Monday, August 22:  Luckily the rain stopped during the night and while low clouds hang in the valley, it is sunny 

higher up where we’ll soon be hiking.  We load up into the vans and head up into mountains where we park at a ski lodge 

(which is undergoing renovations prior to the season) and take advantage of the “plastic cabin toilette” onsite for the 

construction crews (aka porta potty) – the consensus is it is one of the cleanest ones any of us have been in.  

Our hike begins in the forest but after 

a bit we reach an open meadow area 

dotted with several small 

cabins/houses.  A steady climb results 

in a mid-morning break at a mountain 

hut where Miha and Primoz set out an 

impressive make-your-own sandwich 

spread. With lunch provisions in 

backpacks, we continue our upward 

climb through the shrinking forest, 

through the tree line to the grassy and 

rocky ridge line above.   

  

Savica Waterfall 

Wet hikers:  Primoz, Nancy and Teresa 

Mid-morning break spot to pack lunches 
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Once on top, we have a great view of Mt. Triglav, the highest peak, 9,396’, in both Slovenia and the Julian Alps – it is 

dusted with some fresh snow fall.  The word Triglav means “three-headed” and since the mountain has three peaks it 

makes a perfect name!  

 Our 360 degree view also includes the Ljubljana basin to the south, the 

mountains which form the border with Croatia to the southwest, the 

mountains bordering Austria to the north, and the mountains rising from 

the Adriatic Sea to the southeast.  It is windy and chilly despite the sun – 

extra layers are hastily retrieved from backpacks before enjoying a picnic 

lunch.  As the chill doesn’t invite a post-lunch catnap, we enjoy a leisurely 

hike downward.  Along the way, we encounter 

a local shepherd coming up to check on his 

cows.  He stops to chat (he doesn’t speak 

English so Miha translates for us) – we learn 

he is 60 years old and he is concerned that 

millennials don’t want to work hard and 

continue the traditional ways of life. 

Mt Triglav makes a great backdrop for an alpine lunch spot 

Local shepherd talking with Miha 



18 
 

We are back to the vans about 3:30pm and this is when 

Miha discovers that the keys to the van he’s been 

driving are missing.  Half the group heads back to the 

hotel with Primoz while the other half of us volunteers 

to hang around until a taxi van can arrive (meanwhile 

the van rental company will send out a replacement 

key).  While we wait for the taxi, we enjoy a cold Radler 

on the deck of the nearby Mu Bar.  In less than an hour, 

we are in the taxi flying down the winding mountain 

roads and are back at the hotel with plenty of time for 

a shower and laundry drill before dinner. 

 

 A short van ride (the replacement key had arrived!) away is 

dinner:  a local place located on the south-western end of Lake 

Bohinj.  Along the way, we see a large lakeside camp ground 

stuffed to capacity with tents, pop-ups, and RV’s closely packed 

together – there would be no escaping noisy neighbors here!  We 

dine al fresco despite a chilly evening – luckily the restaurant is 

well-prepared with fleece blankets to share.  One topic of dinner 

discussion is Slovenian sayings; a few of our favorites: 

 “You have a potato” – means “you have good fortune” - comes from WWI-era when food was scare and cabbage the 

usual meals for soldiers; if instead they had potatoes for food it was considered good fortune 

 “Go salt yourself” – said to insult another – apparently traditional Slovenian is a language without swear words (Miha 

said Croatian language is full of them however)  – historically, salt was very valuable … food lacking salt, however, 

lacks in flavor … saying suggests that whenever you have said something that lacks flavor or character . . . you’ve said 

something bland . . . you’re suggested to season your coarse words with a bit of wisdom -- some salt to flavor your 

speech 

 “300 hairy bears” – a very rude expression and/or an expression of surprise – no clue how it came to be 

The topic of the Slovenian language also touched on its having multiple words for “we” – i.e., one “we” means “2 of us” 

while another “we” means “3 or more of us.”  Primoz gave us an example of how our English general “we” could be 

misinterpreted via the phrase “we made love” – a Slovene might then ask:  “how many of you were there?” 

Day 8: Tuesday, August 23:  We bid a fond farewell to the Lake Bohinj area and head out in the vans towards the Soča 

Valley, which lies west/northwest.  As there are some large peaks in the way, our transit involves nearly  driving east, then, 

north, then west and finally a bit south.  The final leg of the drive is on the Russian Road through Vršič Pass, the highest 

pass in Slovenia at 5,285.’  The current road is so named for the approximately ten thousand Russian prisoners of war used 

as laborers in its 1915 construction (the road was originally built for military purposes in the early 19th century and 

followed an earlier trade route).  The road has a series of 50 hairpin curves – 24 up to the pass and after traversing the 

pass there are another 26 down as the road descends into the Soča Valley. 

Slovenia's Flag includes graphic of Mt. Triglav 
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It is mid-morning when we park at the top of Vrsic Pass (along with lots of other tourists) 

so we can take a hike and take in the far-reaching views.   One such view right from the 

pass is Mt. Prisojnik where we view the “Pagan Girl” in its rocky face and its “window” to 

the right.  Atop the pass it is windy and a bit chilly but as we hike into the more protected 

mountain areas we 

quickly shed layers.  On 

a high meadow, we 

enjoy a lovely picnic 

under brilliant blue 

skies and warm sun.  

We take in the mountainous 3-point boundary of Slovenia, Italy 

and Austria and view far below the “ski flying” ramp at the 

village of Planica.  Ski flying is an individual sport discipline 

derived from ski jumping, in which much greater distances can 

be achieved – the ski flying world record is 825’, compared with 

499’ for “ski jumping.” The first hill intended specifically for ski 

flying was built in Slovenia in 1934.   

After a round-trip hike of about 4 miles, we continue on “down” 

the 26 hairpin turns of the Russian Road – much of it experienced 

with a road bike drafting off our back bumper!  As you can 

imagine, the Russian Road is especially popular with sports cars, 

motorcycles, and bicycles.  Our drive down into the Soča Valley 

is punctuated with a stop at the Soča River and the deep gorge 

“Pagan Girl” on Mt. Prisojnik 

Window in Mt. Prisojnik 

Hiking from Vrsic Pass atop Russian Road 

Beautiful Julian Alps 
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it has and continues to carve through the area’s limestone.  We refresh our 

feet in the very cold river water and admire the couple who had taken folding 

chaise lounges out into the middle of the river!  We also admire the river’s 

range of color which changes depending upon its depth – from light spa green 

to deep turquoise.  At Slovenia’s largest waterfall, Boka, we enjoy the view 

and take an afternoon break at a nearby bar – a refreshing grapefruit Radler 

goes done awfully smoothly.  Since the western border of the Soča Valley is 

part of Slovenia’s border with Italy, we definitely notice a more Italian style 

architecture as we continue through the valley.  The area was part of Italy 

after WWI and up until just after WWII so it’s no wonder it has a very Italian 

feel.  

At one point in our afternoon’s drive, a van coming in the opposite direction 

comes a bit too close to our van and ends up whacking our van’s driver side 

mirror.  Brian handily pulls out some duck tape from his backpack and the 

mirror is speedily put back in usable order [Brian’s pack weighs a ton as he 

carries countess “just in case” supplies including 5 ways of starting a fire 

because you never know what emergency situation will occur!].  

Our destination is Casa Franko near the village of Kobarid.  This charming hotel 

(about 2 miles from the Italian border) will be our home for the next two 

nights and, more importantly, the provider of fabulous dinners!  Casa Franko is a family run hotel and restaurant, run by 

Ana and Valter Ros.  The main hotel building was originally built in 1868 and, according to legend, is where Hemmingway 

wrote A Farewell to Arms.  As Ana Ros is considered to be Slovenia’s best chef we were anxious to sample her food and 

gratefully did so after settling into our very modern rooms (glass-walled bathroom and modern European furnishings).  A 

Soca River 

Boka Waterfall - Slovenia's largest 
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glass-walled/doored structure attached to the main building room serves as the dining room.  We enjoyed a multi-coursed 

“welcome dinner” of parmesan cheese crisps, fresh bread & butter, a mussel Amuse Bouche,  risotto with Sumatra curry 

& mushrooms, local beef with roasted peppers, a dessert of walnuts/pears/kefir with honey ice cream plus a meal ending 

palette cleanser of blueberry gelato & small cookies.   

 Day 9: Wednesday, August 24:  We first enjoy a Casa Franko breakfast of eggs to order, various breads with a variety of 

homemade marmalades & jams, fresh fruits, meats, cheeses, etc.  The road into the nearby village of Kobarid is in part 

lined on both sides with Linden trees (Slovenia’s national tree) which were planted in 1938 to celebrate the visit of 

Mussolini (Italy’s Prime Minister).  We visit the Kobarid 

Museum which is dedicated to horrors of WWI and 

specifically the 1917 Battle of Caporetto, where the Italian 

retreat was documented by Ernest Hemingway in his novel 

“A Farewell to Arms.”  This battle was fought in the 

mountains just beyond the village and the museum 

graphically and historically accurately depicts the human 

devastation of over 300,000 causalities (should be a must 

see for all world leaders). 

The sobering effects of our museum visit are soon replaced 

by the terror of riding shotgun in a van careening around 

sharp corners of a very narrow mountain road which winds 

itself up through picturesque villages and along steep 

cliffs.  The road was so narrow you could easily reach 

out and touch the house on either side of the road.  

After shoe-horning the vans into very tight parking 

spots at the trail head, we hiked up through forest and 

then a high pasture area where we visited a local 

cheese making cooperative.  Solar power brought a 

mix of new technology to the traditional one of 

making cheese.  The cooperative is communally 

staffed from the period of May through early October:  

members spent 3 days onsite for every percentage of 

the total cows they owned.  After a tour and tastings 

(we again spun the wheel by consuming 

unpasteurized milk product and again escaped bad 

consequences), we hiked to the top of Mt. Mrzli vhr.   

The mountain’s ridge is crisscrossed with numerous trenches 

and caves from WWI (there is a memorial area a bit below the 

ridge).  Our climb to the top is rewarded by the sight of colorful 

paragliders riding the warm thermals along with several 

swallows doing the same thing – at one point we count a total 

16 paragliders aloft above us.   We descend to enjoy a late lunch 

in the shadows of a closed mountain hut.  A leisurely hike down 

to the vans is followed by the descent of the same narrow road 

we drove up that morning – this time I’m safely seated in the 

middle of the back row where I can’t see much and thus can’t 

loudly gasp at every drop-off or sharp curve as I often did on the 

drive up! 

  

Village of Kobarid, Slovenia 

Freshly made cheese near Mt. Mrzli 

Hiking up towards Mt. Mrzli 
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Chef Ana doesn’t disappoint with a scrumptious “farewell” dinner at Casa Franko that night, including: Franko’s roast beef; 

pasta filled with sheep cottage cheese, langoustines, chanterelles, and bone marrow; pork neck marinated in Timur 

pepper, melon fermented in different mints, and green beans; “Under the Elder Bush” (Elder tree flower, white peach, 

soft fruit, white chocolate foam, and almond bread) … all paired with wine selections from Casa Franko’s wine cellar.     

Day 10: Thursday, August 25:  We load up the vans for the last time 

and then enjoy a final short hike to the Kozjek waterfall, not far from 

the village of Kobarid.  The gorgeous spa green-blue of the water is 

showcased by the underlying white limestone.  Our return drive to 

Ljubljana, which lies southeast of where we are, has the now usual 

Slovenian twist:  we drive west into Italy, then north a bit before 

finally turning east and taking the gradual southern sloped road back 

to the capital.   Large logging trucks on the not-so-wide 2-lane 

mountain road into Italy make for some “interesting” passing 

situations (approximately 57% of Slovenia is forested and while we 

saw lots of evidence of logging, none of it was clearcutting).  We stop 

at the Slovenian-Italian border to allow a chance for those who 

haven’t yet claimed Italy on their visited countries list to do so.  

By early afternoon we are back in the city and have said our 

goodbyes to our terrific guides, Miha and Primoz, and our fellow 

hikers as we scatter to out next destinations (some are staying a bit 

longer in Slovenia, others are headed to other parts of Europe while 

most of us will soon be heading homeward).  As our first flight of the 

trip back to Denver doesn’t leave until early Friday morning, Steve, 

Linda, Brian, and I dump our luggage at Hotel Lev for one final night.  

We then take a final walk into old town Ljubljana for some last 

minute souvenir shopping and a final Slovenian dinner.  An al fresco 

dinner of very tasty sausage and potato pancakes is topped off with 

delicious pumpkin seed ice cream topped with pumpkin seed oil – all 

washed down with a refreshing grapefruit Radler … a great finish to a fantastic time in Slovenia! 

Day 11: Friday, August 26:  Our alarms go off way too early so we can grab a taxi to the Ljubljana airport and make a 7am 

flight to Amsterdam where we connect to our flight into Chicago and then finally into Denver, arriving at about 4:30pm 

(just past midnight Slovenian time).  Steve 

and I manage to stay awake until about 

9pm but collapse shortly thereafter and 

start the process of returning to our usual 

lives in Denver.  An internet search for 

grapefruit Radler a few days later doesn’t 

yield much good news … we’re hoping 

next year’s planned trip to Italy’s 

Dolomites area might allow us to again 

enjoy this refreshing beverage! 

  

 

 

 

Kozjek Waterfall 

Moon over Slovenia 


