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Introduction

Croatia is a nation where ancient history intertwines with contemporary discovery, a
land whose rolling hills and sunlit coastlines conceal a viticultural tradition older than
legend. While its crystalline Adriatic waters and fairytale towns have long attracted
explorers, few realize that Croatia is home to one of Europe’s most diverse and storied
wine cultures—one that stretches back over two millennia, well before vines clung to
the slopes of Bordeaux or Tuscany. The story of Croatian wine is the story of families,
empires, survival, and innovation—with each glass offering a glimpse into the
country’s living tapestry.

The geography of Croatia is nothing short of breathtaking for the traveler and the
grapevine alike. From the limestone-rippled coasts of Istria and Dalmatia, where east
meets west in an aromatic symphony, to the quiet gold of Slavonia’s inland plains and
the hilly vineyards hugging Zagreb, the nation’s landscapes offer a kaleidoscope of
microclimates and terroirs. These natural blessings, shaped by the Adriatic’s embrace
and mountain breezes, nurture an array of indigenous grape varieties found nowhere
else on earth—including the renowned Malvazija of Istria, sun-baked Plavac Mali of
Dalmatia, and the floral GraSevina of the east.

Yet until recently, Croatia’s viticultural riches were largely a local secret, overlooked
by the broader wine world and sometimes obscured by the region’s turbulent history.
From Greek and Roman pioneers who first trained vines on stone terraces, through
centuries of Venetian, Ottoman, and Habsburg influence, to the collectivized vineyards
of Yugoslavia and the hardships of war, Croatian winemaking has endured in the face
of enormous challenge. Today, liberated by independence and sparked by a new
generation of passionate vintners, Croatian wine is experiencing a renaissance—one
that reclaims indigenous varieties, revives near-forgotten techniques, and seamlessly
fuses modern science with centuries-old wisdom.

Beneath the Vines: Discovering Croatian Wine Country is your invitation to explore this
remarkable transformation. More than a guide, it is an armchair adventure and a
passport to taste—leading you through terraced vineyards, medieval cellars, bustling
markets, and family-run kitchens. Dive deep into the stories of visionary winemakers,
taste your way across Istria, Dalmatia, and Slavonia, and discover the rhythms of
harvest festivals and the legends that live on between the vines. Alongside detailed
regional guides, insider tips, and evocative tasting notes, you will meet the stewards
of tradition as well as the daring innovators shaping the future of Croatian wine.

This book is for anyone who believes that travel and taste are two sides of the same
coin. Whether you are a collector, epicurean explorer, or a curious traveler plotting a
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trip to Croatia, you’ll find here both history and practical insight: interviews with
sommeliers and chefs, maps to the country’s finest cellars, pairings with iconic dishes,
and a firsthand look at the people and places that make this country a hidden jewel in
the world of wine.

Join us as we journey beneath the vines, unearthing stories rooted deep in Croatian

soil. Savor the flavors that have shaped a nation—and perhaps be inspired to raise a
glass, wherever you are, to the enduring spirit of Croatian winemaking.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Ancient Vines: lllyrian and Greek
Beginnings

The story of Croatian wine doesn't begin with grand Roman amphorae or medieval
monastic vineyards, but rather in the mists of prehistory, with the earliest inhabitants
of this remarkable land. Long before written records, before the first sails of Greek
colonizers dotted the Adriatic, there’s evidence suggesting that the indigenous
lllyrians, a collection of tribes who inhabited the Balkan Peninsula, had already begun
to interact with the wild grapevines that clung to the sun-drenched hillsides of what is
now Dalmatia. It's a compelling thought: winemaking, or at least some rudimentary
form of grape cultivation, flourishing here in the Bronze and Iron Ages, as early as the
5th century BC. This suggests a heritage of viticulture far older than many European
wine regions can claim, deeply embedded in the very fabric of Croatian culture.

Imagine these early lllyrian communities, their lives intrinsically linked to the rhythms
of the land and sea. While concrete evidence of organized vineyards from this period
is scarce, archaeological finds and scholarly interpretations hint at a society that
understood and utilized the bounties of nature, including wild grapes. Perhaps they
gathered the fruit for sustenance, or fermented rudimentary beverages, laying the
conceptual groundwork for what would become a sophisticated agricultural art. The
rugged Dalmatian coast, with its karst landscapes and scattered pockets of fertile soil,
would have presented both challenges and opportunities for early cultivators. The
resilience of the grapevine, its ability to thrive in seemingly inhospitable conditions,
would have been a revelation to these ancient peoples.

Then, around the 5th century BC, a new chapter unfolded with the arrival of the
Ancient Greeks. These seafaring pioneers, renowned for their advanced civilization
and, crucially, their love of wine, established colonies along the strategic Dalmatian
coast and islands. Unlike the more localized practices of the lllyrians, the Greeks
brought with them a sophisticated understanding of viticulture and winemaking. They
were not merely gathering wild grapes; they were establishing vineyards, introducing
new grape varieties, and employing systematic methods for cultivation and
production. Their settlements on islands like Vis (ancient Issa), Hvar (Pharos), and
Korcula (Corcyra Nigra) quickly became centers of agricultural innovation, with wine at
their heart.

The Greek influence was transformative. They understood the nuances of soil and
climate, the importance of trellising vines, and the art of fermentation. The
Mediterranean climate, with its long, warm summers and mild winters, proved ideal for
their viticultural endeavors. These island vineyards, meticulously planned and tended,
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began to produce wines of such quality that they garnered praise even in the classical
world. Athenaeus, a Greek writer and gastronomer who lived around the 2nd and 3rd
centuries AD, notably lauded the high quality of wine from these Dalmatian islands.
This ancient endorsement is a powerful testament to the success of Greek viticulture
in the region, suggesting a well-established and respected wine industry centuries
ago.

The strategic locations of these Greek colonies facilitated the export of their wines,
establishing early trade routes that connected the Adriatic with the wider
Mediterranean world. Wine was not just a beverage; it was a commodity, a cultural
signifier, and a vital part of daily life and religious rituals. The presence of Greek
amphorae, used for storing and transporting wine, has been found at various
archaeological sites along the Croatian coast, further substantiating the vibrant wine
trade that flourished during this period. These vessels, often decorated with distinctive
markings, tell a silent story of ancient commerce and cultural exchange.

Beyond the practical aspects of cultivation and trade, the Greeks also instilled a
deeper cultural appreciation for wine. It was central to their symposia, their
philosophical discussions, and their celebrations. This cultural infusion undoubtedly
influenced the indigenous lllyrian populations, gradually integrating wine into their
own social fabric. The legacy of these early Greek settlers is not just in the vines they
planted or the methods they introduced, but in the enduring foundation they laid for
Croatian wine culture—a foundation built on respect for the grape, an understanding
of its potential, and a deep-seated appreciation for its place in society.

The very landscape of the islands, with their terraced hillsides, often bears the faint
imprint of these ancient vineyards. While time and subsequent generations have
reshaped much of the land, the echoes of Greek agricultural ingenuity can still be felt
in the way vines are planted and tended in certain areas today. The continuity of
viticulture on these islands, from ancient times to the present day, is a remarkable
testament to the suitability of the terroir and the enduring human connection to the
vine.

As we delve deeper into the historical tapestry of Croatian wine, it's essential to
remember these initial threads spun by the lllyrians and, more decisively, by the
Ancient Greeks. They represent the foundational chapters of a story that continued to
unfold through empires, upheavals, and renaissances. Without their pioneering spirit
and sophisticated agricultural knowledge, Croatian wine would undoubtedly be a very
different entity today. Their legacy is etched into the very soil, a silent yet potent
reminder of the deep roots beneath the vines of Croatia.
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