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Introduction
Macedonia, a name that echoes through the corridors of history and culture, spans a
region at the heart of the Balkans, bridging East and West. From ancient kingdoms to
bustling modern metropolises, the cities of Macedonia bear the imprints of empires,
religions, languages, and generations of people who have called this land home.
Today, these cities weave together stories of conquest, creativity, resilience, and
coexistence, making them some of the most intriguing urban centers in southeastern
Europe.

This book, Cities of Macedonia, offers readers a comprehensive exploration of the
great cities that define this rich and complex region. More than a simple travel guide,
it is a journey through time and space, revealing how cities from Skopje and
Thessaloniki to Ohrid and Kavala have evolved under the influence of Roman legions,
Byzantine builders, Ottoman traders, Slavic scholars, and modern urban planners.
Each city is a mosaic, with unique landmarks, traditions, and stories waiting to be
discovered by curious visitors and seasoned explorers alike.

The Macedonian landscape, divided today among several nation-states—most notably
the Republic of North Macedonia and the Greek region of Macedonia—remains united
by a shared cultural tapestry. Cities like Bitola, Prilep, Veria, and Edessa showcase
centuries-old churches, vibrant bazaars, and fortresses that once guarded vital
crossroads. Meanwhile, rivers, lakes, and mountains play host to cities whose natural
beauty enhances their historical charm, such as the shimmering lakeside cities of
Ohrid and Struga or the waterfall wonders of Edessa.

Traveling through the cities of Macedonia is to encounter living history at every turn.
In Thessaloniki's streets, ancient Roman forums coexist with bustling urban nightlife;
in Bitola, consulates and neoclassical facades recall a cosmopolitan past. Each city
hosts festivals, markets, and rituals that have survived the turbulence of history,
offering visitors an authentic glimpse into Macedonian daily life. Modernity has
brought challenges and change, yet the pride and hospitality of the people continue to
define the spirit of these urban centers.

For those who seek to uncover the depth and diversity of Macedonia, this book
provides both historical context and practical guidance. Explore legendary fortresses,
savor local gastronomy, walk cobbled streets lined with centuries-old architecture, and
immerse yourself in lively culture. Whether you’re passionate about history, culture,
nature, or simply the adventure of discovery, the cities of Macedonia promise an
unforgettable experience.
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Join us as we traverse the cities of this remarkable region, unveiling the stories,
marvels, and enduring legacies that make Macedonia’s urban landscape a treasure
trove for travelers and history lovers alike.
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CHAPTER ONE: Skopje: The Heart of North
Macedonia
Skopje, the vibrant capital and largest city of North Macedonia, pulsates with a history
that stretches back over two millennia. Situated along the Vardar River, this sprawling
metropolis serves as the country's undisputed political, cultural, economic, and
academic center. It’s a city that has risen from the ashes multiple times, each
rebuilding effort adding another layer to its fascinating narrative. From ancient
Dardania to a significant Byzantine outpost, from Ottoman trading hub to a modern
European capital, Skopje has worn many hats, and each has left an indelible mark on
its streets and its soul.

The earliest signs of human settlement in the Skopje Valley date back to
approximately 4000 BC, with evidence of Neolithic communities found within the Kale
Fortress. The first urban development came with the Paionians, and later the
Dardanians, who established their capital, Scupi, here in the 3rd century BCE. The
Romans eventually conquered Scupi in 28 BCE, transforming it from a military base
into a significant colonial seat of government and a religious center. When the Roman
Empire split, Scupi found itself under Byzantine rule. However, a devastating
earthquake in 518 AD largely destroyed the city, including its Greek architecture,
public baths, and an early Christian basilica.

Emperor Justinian I, believed to have been born near Skopje, undertook the task of
rebuilding the city, strategically relocating it to a more defensible position around the
hill where the Kale Fortress now stands. Over the subsequent centuries, Skopje
experienced a turbulent period, changing hands between Bulgarian, Byzantine, and
Serbian rulers. For a brief period in the 10th century, it even served as the capital of
the First Bulgarian Empire. In 1346, under Czar Stephen Dušan, Skopje became the
capital of the Serbian Empire.

The Ottoman conquest in 1392 ushered in a new era that would last for over five
centuries. Under Ottoman rule, Skopje, known as Üsküb, transformed into a prominent
trading town, flourishing with oriental architecture, numerous mosques, bridges, and
hammams (Turkish baths). This period left an enduring legacy that is still evident in
the city's Old Bazaar. Another earthquake in 1555 caused damage, but the city
recovered. However, in 1689, General Piccolomini of the Austrian army set Skopje
ablaze to eradicate a cholera epidemic, burning it to the ground and leading to its
decline until the 19th century.

By the early 20th century, Skopje was a city of diverse Balkan populations, with
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control contested by Ottomans, Greeks, Serbs, Bulgarians, and native Macedonians.
Following the Balkan Wars (1912–13), Skopje was annexed by the Kingdom of Serbia,
becoming Skoplje. After World War I, it became part of the newly formed Kingdom of
Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, later Yugoslavia. During World War II, it was occupied by
Bulgarian troops, collaborating with Nazi Germans. In 1945, after the war, Skopje
became the capital of the Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, undergoing rapid
industrialization.

The 20th century, however, held another trial for Skopje. On July 26, 1963, a
devastating 6.1 magnitude earthquake struck, destroying approximately 80% of the
city and leaving over 1,000 people dead and more than 120,000 homeless. The
international response was immense, with aid, medical teams, and engineering
support pouring in from 78 countries, earning Skopje the moniker "City of International
Solidarity." A massive reconstruction effort, partially led by the renowned Japanese
architect Kenzo Tange, reshaped the city with a unique blend of modernist
architecture alongside surviving historical structures. Skopje became the capital of
independent North Macedonia in 1991.

More recently, Skopje underwent another significant transformation with the
controversial "Skopje 2014" project, officially announced in 2010. This initiative,
undertaken by the then-ruling nationalist party, aimed to give the capital a more
classical aesthetic by constructing numerous new buildings, monuments, and
fountains. The project involved erecting around 20 buildings and over 40 monuments,
dramatically altering the city's appearance, particularly around Macedonia Square.
While proponents argued it would enhance Skopje's image and reclaim historical
narratives, critics raised concerns about its exorbitant cost, estimated to be between
€80 million and €500 million, and its perceived "kitsch" aesthetic. Despite the debate,
the project undoubtedly put Skopje on the tourist map.

One of Skopje’s most iconic and enduring symbols is the Stone Bridge, a magnificent
15th-century Ottoman structure that gracefully spans the Vardar River. Built on
Roman foundations, the bridge connects Macedonia Square with the Old Bazaar,
bridging the city's historical and modern districts. With its 13 arches and solid stone
block construction, it has withstood centuries of history, including wars and
earthquakes. The Stone Bridge is not merely a passageway but a central point for
cultural events and a picturesque spot for leisurely strolls, offering captivating views of
the river and the city's skyline. It is so integral to Skopje's identity that it is the main
element of the city's coat of arms and flag.

Just across the Stone Bridge lies the Old Bazaar (Stara Čaršija), one of the largest and
best-preserved Ottoman bazaars in the Balkans. This historic marketplace has been a
center for trade and commerce since at least the 12th century, truly flourishing during
Ottoman rule. Wandering through its narrow, cobblestone streets feels like stepping
back in time. The bazaar is a vibrant tapestry of shops, traditional craft workshops,
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restaurants, and cafes, offering a unique blend of Eastern and Western cultures.
Visitors can find everything from filigree jewelry and traditional leather footwear to
carpets, fabrics, and oriental sweets. Notable historical buildings within the bazaar
include the Kapan Han, Suli Han, and Kuršumli An – historic caravanserais that once
provided lodging for traders and travelers. The Old Bazaar is also home to several
mosques, such as the Mustafa Pasha Mosque and the Sultan Murad Mosque, and
churches like the Church of the Ascension of Jesus. In 2008, the Old Bazaar was
declared a cultural heritage site of particular importance, ensuring its permanent
protection.

Dominating the Skopje skyline from a hill overlooking the Vardar River is the Skopje
Fortress, commonly known as Kale Fortress. Its foundations date back to the 6th
century AD, built using materials from the earthquake-destroyed Roman city of Scupi.
Over the centuries, the fortress has been expanded and renovated by various rulers,
including the Byzantines and Ottomans, reflecting its strategic importance throughout
history. Although much of the original structure was damaged over time and by the
1963 earthquake, remnants of ancient buildings, defensive structures, and
archaeological sites can still be explored within its walls. The Kale Fortress offers
unparalleled panoramic views of Skopje, the Vardar River, and the surrounding
countryside, making it a popular spot for both locals and tourists.

At the heart of modern Skopje lies Macedonia Square, the largest square in North
Macedonia, covering an area of 18,500 m². This bustling central square is a focal point
for cultural, political, and other events, and it was here that North Macedonia declared
its independence from Yugoslavia in 1991. The square is a striking example of the
"Skopje 2014" project, dominated by the towering "Warrior on a Horse" monument,
often identified as Alexander the Great. This 12-meter bronze statue, atop a 10-meter
pedestal with a fountain, was unveiled in 2011 to commemorate 20 years of
Macedonian independence. The monument, along with a triumphal arch, the Porta
Macedonia, and numerous other statues and neoclassical buildings, contributes to the
square's grand, albeit sometimes debated, aesthetic.

A poignant and inspiring site in Skopje is the Mother Teresa Memorial House,
dedicated to the Nobel Peace Prize laureate who was born in Skopje in 1910. Opened
in 2009, the memorial house stands on the very location of the Sacred Heart of Jesus
Roman Catholic Church, where Mother Teresa was baptized. The modern, transformed
building houses a museum that chronicles her life journey from Skopje to becoming a
global symbol of compassion. Visitors can view photographs, personal items, copies of
her writings, and awards, including a copy of her Nobel Peace Prize. The memorial also
contains a small chapel and features sculptures depicting Mother Teresa as a child.

Towering above Skopje on Vodno Mountain is the Millennium Cross, a monumental
steel structure standing at 66 meters (217 feet) tall. Built in 2002, it serves as a
memorial to 2,000 years of Christianity in Macedonia. The cross is one of the tallest
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crosses worldwide and is visible from almost all areas of the capital, especially when
illuminated at night. Visitors can reach the Millennium Cross by taking a scenic cable
car ride from Sredno Vodno, which offers breathtaking panoramic views of Skopje and
its surroundings. The area around the Millennium Cross on Vodno Mountain also
provides opportunities for hiking and mountain biking, making it a popular destination
for outdoor activities and relaxation.

Skopje’s economy is a dynamic mix of industry, trade, services, and finance, making it
the economic heart of North Macedonia. The city has undergone significant
development in recent decades, with modern buildings and shopping centers
contributing to a contemporary urban environment, while still maintaining strong ties
to its historical heritage. Culturally, Skopje is a vibrant hub, home to numerous
theaters, museums, and galleries. These include the Museum of Macedonia, the
Museum of the City of Skopje, the Archaeological Museum, and the Macedonian
National Theatre. The city hosts various cultural events throughout the year,
contributing to a lively and diverse cultural scene that truly reflects Skopje’s position
as the heart of North Macedonia.
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This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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