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Introduction

Nestled in the heart of the Balkan Peninsula, Bosnia and Herzegovina is a nation where
East meets West in a vivid tapestry of history, culture, and natural beauty. Often
simply called Bosnia, the country's diverse landscapes—towering mountains, rolling
hills, fertile plains, and a short but sparkling coast—form the backdrop for a society
shaped by centuries of encounters, transitions, and resilience. This book, "Bosnia and
Herzegovina: Portrait of a Country," sets out to paint a nuanced picture of a nation
that has often found itself at the crossroads of empires and ideas, deeply marked by
the events of its turbulent past, and yet always looking forward to new beginnings.

From the earliest traces of prehistoric settlement to the establishment of the medieval
Bosnian state, Bosnia and Herzegovina has been home to a mixture of peoples and
beliefs that laid the foundations for its famed multiculturalism. The centuries of
Ottoman and then Austro-Hungarian rule layered new forms of architecture, cuisine,
religion, and language over older Slavic, Roman, and lllyrian foundations. Each era
brought both hardship and innovation, conflict and coexistence, and these experiences
continue to reverberate through the country’s art, traditions, and collective memory.

The story of Bosnia and Herzegovina cannot be told without acknowledging the
profound impact of the twentieth century: the world wars, the rise and fall of
Yugoslavia, and the devastating Bosnian War of the 1990s. These events left deep
scars—divisions, emigration, economic challenges—but also inspired remarkable
displays of endurance, creativity, and hope. Today, Bosnhia and Herzegovina is a
complex federal republic where ethnic and political lines remain sharply drawn, yet
citizens and leaders alike strive for a more integrated and prosperous society.

Yet Bosnia and Herzegovina is much more than the sum of its challenges. Its cities are
alive with the aromas of strong coffee and hearty cooking, the sounds of sevdalinka
songs, and festivals that celebrate faith and folklore. Its hills and rivers beckon
outdoor enthusiasts, while its rich architectural heritage tells stories of unity and
survival. Visitors discover a place where ancient bridges span not only waterways but
also histories—a land of warm hospitality, enduring traditions, and sometimes
surprising modernity.

This book invites readers to explore Bosnia and Herzegovina in all its dimensions.
Through chapters on geography, history, culture, and contemporary life, we strive to
offer a balanced portrait, informed by scholarly research but enlivened by the voices
and experiences of the country’s people themselves. In addition to detailed
discussions of politics and society, practical information for travelers highlights the
best ways to experience Bosnia’s landscapes and living heritage.
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As Bosnia and Herzegovina continues its journey toward a future of stability, reform,
and European integration, its past remains ever present—sometimes as a burden,
sometimes as an inspiration. This book is offered in the hope that deeper

understanding will foster both appreciation and empathy for a place unique in Europe,
whose portrait is simultaneously ancient and new.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Landscape

Bosnia and Herzegovina, often affectionately referred to as the "heart-shaped country"
due to its geographical outline, is a nation carved by mountains and threaded by rivers
in the very heart of the Balkan Peninsula. Covering an area of approximately 51,209.2
square kilometers, its topography is as varied as its history, encompassing towering
peaks, fertile plains, and a sliver of coastline along the Adriatic Sea. This rich
geological tapestry has profoundly shaped the country's development, influencing
everything from settlement patterns to cultural practices.

The most striking feature of Bosnia and Herzegovina's landscape is undoubtedly its
mountainous terrain, predominantly dominated by the Dinaric Alps. This extensive
mountain range stretches from lItaly in the northwest, through Slovenia, Croatia,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro, and Kosovo, eventually reaching Albania
in the southeast. Within Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Dinaric Alps generally run in a
northwest-southeast direction, with peaks growing higher towards the south. These
formidable limestone formations have historically provided both a natural defense and
a challenging environment for human habitation, fostering a rugged and self-reliant
culture that persists to this day.

The country's highest point, Magli¢, stands at an elevation of 2,386 meters (7,828
feet) and is located near the border with Montenegro. Magli¢ is a truly impressive
sight, often described as a limestone pyramid with steep, 700-meter-high rock walls.
It's part of the Sutjeska National Park, an area of exceptional natural beauty that also
contains one of Europe's last remaining primeval forests, Perudica. Other significant
mountains that define the Bosnian landscape include Vla$i¢, Cvrsnica, Prenj, Romanija,
Jahorina, Igman, Bjelasnica, and Treskavica, many of which were central to the 1984
Winter Olympic Games.

While mountains dominate the central and eastern regions, the northeastern parts of
Bosnia extend into the Pannonian Plain. This low-lying area, characterized by fertile
agricultural land, is fed by the Sava River and its tributaries, marking a significant
contrast to the rugged highlands. This plain is part of a larger basin that covers parts
of several Central European countries and was formed by the drying out of the ancient
Pannonian Sea. The rich soil here makes it ideal for intensive agricultural production.

In the south, the region of Herzegovina presents a distinct landscape and climate.
Here, the terrain is largely mountainous with prevalent karst topography, a geological
formation characterized by soluble bedrock, such as limestone, which creates
distinctive landforms like caves, sinkholes, and underground rivers. This unique
geological setting results in a drier, Mediterranean climate compared to the rest of the
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country. The central Herzegovina mountains, including Prenj, Cabulja, Cvrsnica, and
Velez, all rise above the 2,000-meter mark and form a natural boundary between the
Mediterranean and continental Alpine climates, leading to a remarkably diverse
ecosystem.

Despite being largely landlocked, Bosnia and Herzegovina possesses a small but
significant coastline along the Adriatic Sea. This short strip, approximately 20
kilometers (12 miles) long, is centered around the town of Neum. Neum serves as the
country's only direct access to the Adriatic, a fact that has played a role in both its
historical and contemporary geopolitical significance. This coastal area enjoys a
Mediterranean climate, offering a pleasant contrast to the cooler inland regions.

Bosnia and Herzegovina is remarkably rich in water resources, with a network of
significant rivers crisscrossing its varied terrain. The Sava River, a major tributary of
the Danube, forms the country's northern border with Croatia and drains a substantial
portion of Bosnia and Herzegovina's territory into the Black Sea. Other crucial rivers
flowing northward into the Sava include the Una, Vrbas, and Bosna. The Bosna River,
from which the country is believed to derive its name, is the longest river entirely
within Bosnia and Herzegovina, flowing north for 271 kilometers from its source at the
foot of Mount Igman near Sarajevo. These rivers are vital for various uses, from
providing drinking water to supporting local economies.

The Drina River, which flows north, forms a significant part of the eastern border with
Serbia and is also a tributary of the Sava. In the south, the Neretva River is the
principal waterway of Herzegovina and is unique among the major rivers for flowing
south into the Adriatic Sea. Its course through the Karst region is particularly striking,
carving deep canyons and supporting a unique ecosystem. Many natural springs are
found throughout the country, some of which are tapped for bottled mineral water,
while others supply popular thermal health spas, highlighting the abundance and
purity of Bosnia and Herzegovina's water reserves.

Forests are another defining characteristic of the Bosnian landscape, covering
approximately 42.8% of the country's total land area. These forests are diverse,
ranging from coniferous forests in the highlands to mixed forests at mid-altitudes and
broadleaved forests in the low-level terrains and floodplains. This extensive forest
cover contributes significantly to the country's biodiversity and plays a crucial role in
its ecological health. The varied topography and climate zones within Bosnia and
Herzegovina lead to a rich array of flora and fauna, making it a truly remarkable
natural environment.
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