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Introduction
Nestled at the meeting point of Central Europe and the Mediterranean, Croatia is a
country defined by diversity—of landscapes, histories, cultures, and flavors. Often
overshadowed by its larger neighbors, Croatia is a hidden jewel whose charm reveals
itself to those who take the time to explore its winding coastal villages, bustling
market squares, tranquil islands, and mountainous heartland. Under the Balkan sun,
daily life is stitched together with threads of tradition and modernity, giving rise to a
society that cherishes its heritage even as it confidently steps into the future.

This book, Under the Balkan Sun: Life, Culture, and Cuisine in Contemporary Croatia,
invites you on a journey through the multifaceted realities that make Croatia unique.
Here, the grandeur of Roman palaces and medieval fortresses is matched by the
modest warmth of a family kitchen, and the sounds of age-old folk songs mingle with
contemporary rhythms in the nation’s vibrant urban centers. Croatia’s past is palpable
in its stony streets and ancient customs, yet so is its present: lively, creative, and
resolutely forward-looking.

The aim of this book is to offer more than a traditional travel guide. Instead, you’ll find
a living portrait—a blend of stories, interviews, and firsthand experiences that
illuminate daily life from the inside out. Alongside exploring history and cultural
milestones, we delve deeply into the rhythms of Croatian existence: from sunlit
mornings in harbor towns to festive gatherings around a table groaning with
homemade delicacies. Practical tips and suggested visuals will help you, whether
you’re planning a journey, curious about new cuisines, or simply wish to experience
Croatia through the eyes of those who call it home.

Food occupies a central place in Croatian identity, serving as a delicious window into
its layered history. Each region offers its own specialties—from the hearty paprika-
laced dishes of Slavonia to the olive oil-drenched seafood of Dalmatia, and the truffle-
scented plates of Istria. Culinary traditions are passed down with pride, yet reinvented
by a new generation of chefs and home cooks eager to showcase Croatia’s place on
the world’s culinary map.

Yet Croatia is not only its history and its food. In these pages, you’ll meet artists
keeping folk crafts alive against a backdrop of modernization, families honoring
generational customs while navigating a rapidly changing society, and young people
forging distinct identities within the broader European mosaic. You’ll discover the lure
of its azure coastlines, the wild beauty of its national parks, and the resilience of a
land that has weathered more than its share of challenge and change.
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Above all, Under the Balkan Sun seeks to celebrate the soul of Croatia: its warmth,
hospitality, and enduring spirit. Whether you are a traveler, a gourmand, or simply an
explorer at heart, may these stories inspire you to experience Croatia not just as a
destination, but as a living, breathing home with stories that linger long after the last
page is turned.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and the People: Croatia’s
Place in Europe
Imagine a country shaped like a boomerang, one arm reaching deep into Central
Europe, almost touching Hungary and Slovenia, and the other curving gracefully along
the sapphire waters of the Adriatic Sea. This is Croatia, a land where jagged mountains
meet tranquil plains, where ancient forests give way to sun-drenched islands, and
where the echoes of diverse civilizations resonate in every stone and every melody.
It’s a place often described as being at a crossroads, and for good reason: Croatia truly
sits at the nexus of Central European, Mediterranean, and Balkan cultures, creating a
unique identity that is both familiar and wonderfully distinct.

Geographically, Croatia is a country of striking contrasts. The Dinaric Alps form a
rugged spine, separating the continental interior from the coastal belt. To the north
and east, the fertile plains of Slavonia stretch out, part of the great Pannonian Basin,
bordering Hungary and Serbia. Here, the landscape is defined by rivers like the Drava
and Sava, and a rich agricultural tradition. Move westward, and you encounter the
rolling hills of Hrvatsko Zagorje, a picturesque region dotted with vineyards and
charming villages. This continental heartland, with its colder winters and warmer
summers, offers a different rhythm of life compared to the sun-kissed coast.

The Adriatic coastline, however, is arguably Croatia’s most iconic feature. Stretching
over 1,700 kilometers (and much more if you count the countless coves and inlets),
it’s a mosaic of dramatic cliffs, pebble beaches, and hidden bays. But the true marvel
lies offshore: over a thousand islands, islets, and rocks, of which around fifty are
inhabited. Each island possesses its own unique character, from the verdant, forested
shores of Korčula to the lunar landscapes of Pag, shaped by the fierce bura wind. This
extensive archipelago has historically been a lifeline for coastal communities,
facilitating trade, fishing, and a distinct maritime culture.

This geographical diversity has profoundly shaped Croatian life. The continental
regions, with their historical ties to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, often exhibit a more
Central European influence in their architecture, cuisine, and even temperament.
Cities like Zagreb, the capital, buzz with a dignified Central European energy, reflected
in their grand boulevards and ornate buildings. On the other hand, the coastal areas,
steeped in Venetian and Roman heritage, exude a more relaxed, Mediterranean vibe,
where life revolves around the sea, open-air markets, and long coffee breaks in sunlit
squares.

The people of Croatia, while sharing a common national identity, also reflect this
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regional diversity. There’s a noticeable difference between the more reserved,
pragmatic approach often found inland and the expressive, warm-hearted nature
commonly encountered along the coast. Yet, a unifying thread runs through Croatian
society: a deep sense of family and community. This emphasis on close social bonds is
a cornerstone of Croatian life, with extended families often forming robust support
networks. Weekends frequently revolve around gatherings, often centered on festive
meals and shared laughter, reinforcing these vital connections.

Hospitality is another defining characteristic of the Croatian people. Visitors are often
welcomed with open arms, and it’s not uncommon to be offered a homemade rakija
(fruit brandy) or a plate of local delicacies upon entering a Croatian home. This
genuine warmth and generosity are deeply ingrained in the culture, reflecting
centuries of tradition where welcoming strangers was not just a courtesy but a way of
life. The unhurried pace of social interaction, particularly in the Dalmatian region,
invites connections to deepen over prolonged coffee rituals—a testament to the
Croatian appreciation for conversation and connection.

Communication among Croatians often involves a blend of directness and politeness.
While straightforwardness is valued, it’s always delivered with respect. Non-verbal
cues, like body language and facial expressions, play a significant role, adding layers
of meaning to conversations. Observing these subtle interactions can provide
fascinating insights into the nuances of Croatian social dynamics. For new
acquaintances, it's customary to use honorific titles and surnames until an invitation is
extended to use first names, a small but important detail that underscores the value
placed on respectful introductions.

Despite significant economic and social transformations in recent decades, traditional
values remain deeply ingrained in Croatian society. The country has seen robust
economic growth, with key sectors like tourism, hospitality, and construction
experiencing strong demand for labor, even attracting workers from outside the EU to
fill shortages. This economic dynamism is reshaping urban centers and offering new
opportunities, particularly for younger generations. Yet, even amidst these changes,
the core principles of community, tradition, and a relaxed approach to time persist,
creating a unique blend of old and new.

Education is highly valued in Croatia, with a comprehensive system that begins with
non-compulsory preschool and leads to free, compulsory primary education for eight
years. The high literacy rate, nearing 99%, attests to the effectiveness of this system.
While challenges like teacher shortages exist, the commitment to education is evident
in the general public's emphasis on academic achievement. This strong educational
foundation contributes to a highly skilled and adaptable workforce, ready to navigate
the complexities of a modern European economy.

Healthcare in Croatia is universal, a testament to its long-standing commitment to
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public well-being, with roots tracing back to the late 19th century. While a mandatory
health insurance system covers a broad range of services, a co-payment system is in
place, leading many to opt for supplementary insurance to cover these costs. This dual
system ensures that medical care is accessible to all residents, reinforcing the nation's
social welfare safety net.

When it comes to getting around, Croatia’s public transport network is reliable and
extensive, dominated by buses and ferries. Buses connect major cities, towns, and
even remote villages, providing an affordable and practical means of travel across the
mainland. For island hopping, ferries and catamarans are indispensable, weaving
intricate routes through the Adriatic archipelago. While train travel is more limited,
domestic flights offer quicker connections between the larger urban centers,
particularly for those looking to maximize their time. Within cities, public transport is
primarily bus-based, with Zagreb and Osijek also boasting efficient tram networks. For
door-to-door convenience, taxis are readily available, and ride-sharing apps have also
made their way into urban and popular tourist areas, adding to the ease of navigating
Croatia’s diverse landscapes.

Croatia’s distinct history and geographical position have fostered a people who are
proud of their heritage, resilient in the face of challenges, and eager to share the
beauty and richness of their homeland. This inherent pride manifests in various ways,
from the meticulous preservation of historical sites to the enthusiastic celebration of
local festivals. It’s a country that, despite its relatively small size, boasts a profound
sense of identity, shaped by centuries of cultural exchange and a deep connection to
its stunning natural environment.
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