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Nestled among Austria, Italy, Hungary 
and Croatia, Slovenia is quickly moving 
from an add-on to group tours to Croatia 
and Austria, to a destination of its own. 
After the fi rst day of a six-day itinerary 
organized by Spirit Slovenia, it is easy to 
understand why.  

Arrive in Ljubljana
Laburus, an ancient city deity, was the 

name used by early Slavs to honor the 
settlement that evolved into today’s Lju-
bljana, the thriving capital of modern Slo-
venia. Laburus translates to “beloved.” 

Check into City Hotel and enjoy free 
time until dinner and overnight.

DAY ONE
Sights in the city
Centrally located, City Hotel is a popu-

lar breakfast spot and a visit to the generous 
sections of the breakfast buffet reveals why. 

Meet a city guide a day tour of the 
capital including the Metelkova mesto 
and the Ljubljana Central Market, where 
lively commentary accompanies the col-
orful offerings of fresh produce, delicacies 
and fl owers.

The Metelkova mesto represents one 
of the capital’s fastest growing areas de-
voted to culture. Located in a former 
barracks complex, a cluster of cultural 
institutions can be found including the 
Slovene Ethnographic Museum, Cultural 
Heritage Administration and the Mu-
seum of Modern Art. The city’s newest 
clubs, concert venues and special events 
are found in this area. 

Preseren Square in the center of the 

city is named for the Slovenian poet, 
France Preseren. Preseren wrote his coun-
try’s national anthem. 

Dinner and overnight at hotel.

DAY TWO
Call to wellness
Breakfast at hotel and depart for Las-

ko, named European Destination of Ex-
cellence 2013. 

Lasko may be the epicenter for health 
and well-being in Slovenia. The tradition 
of seeking health along the thermal wa-
ters in Lasko and nearby Rimske terme is 
centuries old.  Recently Lasko has gained 
notoriety for its medical rehabilitation 
programs.

Arrive and check in to Wellness Park 
Lasko Hotel, Lasko.

Take a guided tour of the resort, herbal 
garden and “honey-bearing” plants in Spa 
Park. 

Lunch a la carte at Thermana Lasko.
Enjoy free time at the spa.
Depart for a guided tour of the Lasko 

Brewery, the leading Slovenian brewery, 
founded in 1825.

Visit Solar Beekeeping for a glimpse of 

South central European country becoming prime destination

A red-roofed keep, 
part of the castle 

where restaurant Pavus 
is located in Lasko.

One of Ljubljana’s red-roofed neighborhoods.

sLOVEnia LOVELOVEniania
is all you need 

Photo: Group Tour Media/Jamie Cannon

Photo: Slovenia Tourist Board Art: ©iStockphoto.com/shironosov
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SLOVENIA

Itinerary

GO
Ljubljana, Lasko, 
Bled, Bohinj, Gonjace, 
Portoroz and Piran 

SEE
Museum of Modern Art,   
  Ljubljana
+386 1 241 68 28
www.mg-lj.si/node

The Sower
  National Gallery of Slovenia
+386 (01) 24 15 434
www.ng-slo.si/en

Kobarid Museum, 
  Museum of World War I
+386 (0) 5 389 0000
www.kobariski-muzej.si

DO 
Bled Castle, Bled
+386 4 572 97 
www.blejski-grad.si/en

Lasko Brewery Tour
+ 386 03 734 80 
www.pivo-lasko.si

Triglav National Park
+386 4 531 44 16
www.tnp.si/national_park 

EAT
Hisa Franko Casa, 
  Kobarid, Soca Valley
+386 (0) 389 41 20
www.hisafranko.com

Majerija, Vipava
+386 (0) 368 50 11
www.majerija.si

ASK
Slovenian Tourist Board
+386 (1) 5898 550
www.slovenia.info

the country’s beekeeping heritage; plus a hands-on 
gingerbread-making and decorating class.

Dine at Restaurant Pavus, Lasko.

DAY THREE
The Alpine Region
Break fast at hotel, check out and meet to leave 

for Bled.
Sheltered by picturesque mountains, Solvenia’s 

only island appears to fl oat in the middle of an Al-
pine lake in Bled. Lake Bled area is renowned for 
scenery and sport. 

Eat lunch at the Bled Castle.
Meet guide for a tour of the Bled area and Villa 

Bled. 
Pletna oarsmen dock under the Park Hotel Bled 

in the rowing center at Spa Park. Transfer to Bled 
Island by this tradition that dates to 1590.

Dinner and overnight at the Grand Hotel, the 
oldest hotel property in Bled.

DAY FOUR
Soca Valley
Enjoy breakfast at hotel, check out and leave to 

meet the train departing for Bohinj and on to Most 
na Soci.

Meet local guide for a day’s tour of the Tolmin 
Gorges at the entrance to Triglav National Park. The 
turquoise-green Soca is considered one of the most 
beautiful European rivers. It is also home to marble 
trout, indigenous to Slovenia and found only in a 
few freshwater systems. 

Tour the Dairy Planika to witness centuries old 
dairy traditions and the production of fi ne cheeses. 
Samples are available.

Stop at Napoleon Bridge (actually used by Na-
poleon’s soldiers) and Kozjak Waterfalls fed by the 
Kozjak brook, The watery route has six waterfalls, 
including a 51-foot (15-meter) white water column 
that provides the photo op of the day.

The outdoor excursion is followed by a stop 
at the Kobarid Museum, which commemorates 
World War I. The collection includes local artifacts 

and memorabilia from Ernest Hemingway and the 
“Desert Fox” Erwin Rommel. 

Dinner and overnight at Hisa Franko in Kobarid. 

DAY FIVE
Onto the countryside
Order breakfast at hotel and leave for a 45-min-

ute drive to Gonjace in Goriska Brda where a guide 
meets the group. In Gonjace, the tour starts at the 
skyscraping View Tower. At the top of the 144 steps 
of the 75-foot tower, the vista provides a perfect spot 
to marvel at a grand vista of vineyards, the country-
side and small villages that dot the wine region. 

Next is a stop at Smartno, a walled village with 
fi ve preserved towers, perched on a panoramic hill 
that can be seen from every corner of Brda.  

The Renaissance Dobrovo Castle overlooking 
Goriska Brda, circa 1600, houses the Goriska Muse-
um and the Zoran Mu!i Gallery. The castle has been 
designated a Slovenian cultural monument.

Tour Goriska Brda Vine Cellar for a wine tasting.
Lunch at Majerji in Vipava.
Depart for Portoroz/Piran, only 45 minutes 

away.
Check in to the Grand Hotel Bernardin in Por-

toroz, part of the prestigious St. Bernardin hotel 
complex with a private beach. Situated between Pi-
ran and Portoroz, the hotel is surrounded by green 
space and overlooks the Adriatic Sea.

DAY SIX
Call of the Coast
Tartini Square is the gem found in the very cen-

ter of Piran. A member of the European Walled 
Cities Association, the city of Piran is a national 
historical monument. The Church of St. George, its 
patron saint, rises above the town. Its lookout tower 
provides a vista of Piran and across the sea to the 
Croatian and Italian coasts.

Guided tours of Piran Sea Bass eco-farm include 
a 15-minute boat ride to the fi sh nets and local wine 

Map: ©iStockphoto.com/pawel.gaul

Piran provides a natural harbor 
for leisure craft.

Photo: Group Tour Media/Jamie Cannon
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LJUBLJANA, Slovenia — Hi!a 
Franko Casa stands at the edge of 
the town of Kobarid in the Soca Val-
ley, named after the river that carves 
through the outcroppings of the Julian 
Alps en route to the Adriatic Sea. 

Kobarid is home to the Kobarid Mu-
seum that chronicles the area events 
during World War I and the Dairy Plan-
ika, which tells the tale of many centu-
ries of rich dairy traditions in the valley. 

The Soca Valley, with its turquoise-
green water, old-growth forests and pic-
turesque towns, may be one of the most 
bucolic areas in the Republic of Solve-
nia. Perhaps even Europe.

The country estate of Hisa Franko 
Casa has served as a roadside inn, a mill, 
even a fi eld hospital during World War 
I. When Ernest Hemingway was injured 
on the Italian front, he recuperated in 
one of the rooms overlooking the court-
yard. It was there that he worked on his 
fi rst best-selling novel, Farewell to Arms.

Property owners, Valter, a wine con-
noisseur, and Ana Ros, a wizard in the 
kitchen, reminisce about the history 

and the sense of the place that they call 
“home” with motorcoach guests in 
search of a memorable evening as well 
as a memorable meal. 

Speaking rather like a novelist herself, 
Ana says that if she climbs on Kolovrat, 
the Mediterranean terrace overlooking 
the Adriatic Sea, she would see the coast 
from Croatia to Venice, Italy.

“On a beautiful day the sea shines 
golden and I can count the boats in Tri-
este Bay,” she says. “Just a bit further on, 
there is a kingdom of Irena Fonda and 
her sea bass. The salty fl avor of oysters 
awakens the memories of my childhood, 
bringing back the nostalgic taste of truf-
fl es, wild asparagus and malvasia.” 

If Ana’s waxing seems poetic, it is. The 
fresh, unspoiled beauty of Slovenia is as 
dizzying to Slovenes as it is to visitors.

Old is new
Slovenia is just a little larger in area 

than the state of New Jersey in the Unit-
ed States. A member of the European 
Union (EU), Slovenia is burrowed be-
tween the borders of Italy and Austria, 
Croatia and Hungary with a sliver of 
coastline along the Adriatic Sea.

From this side of the Atlantic, Slo-
venia is a two-stop destination. Depart 
a gateway in North America, pick any 
capital city in Europe and it probably 
has connections into Slovenia. A whop-
ping 90 percent of the country’s tourists 
are European.

sLOVEnia 
at first sight

In modern day Slovenia, the day-to-day is beyond ordinary

The town of Kobarid lies 
in the Upper Soca Vallley.

Photo: Matevz Lenarcic/LTO Sotecje

Tolmin Gorges in Triglav National Park 
are formed by limestone karst.

Photo: Matevz Lenarcic/
LTO Sotecje

By Mary Lu La! ey
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An equally impressive statistic is 
the number of languages that Slovenes 
speak — their own plus many of the 
bordering countries and English, which 
is especially fluent with Slovenian 
youth. Slovenia boasts a 99.6 percent 
literacy level.

Professional guides speak English 
very well during the tours, over coffee 
and long, luscious dinners. With English 
as the official language of international 
business, tourism offices, hoteliers and 
attractions have multi-lingual staff.

Charm of city life
Ljubljana is the largest city in Slove-

nia. Its population hovers under 300,000 
making it a little larger than Saskatoon, 
Sask., and a little less populated than St. 
Louis, Mo. It is the country’s cultural 
heart, capital and political center. 

Guided group tours are offered at 
Ljubljana’s world-class museums in-
cluding the National Museum of Con-
temporary History that tells the tale of 
the country’s evolution from a region 
in former Yugoslavia into sovereignty 
and the Museum of Modern Art. The 
National Gallery of Slovenia is the per-
manent home for The Sower, an im-
pressionist painting by Ivan Grohar 

considered a metaphor for the country’s 
transition from a rural to an urban cul-
ture. An interpretation of the painting 
with the sower scattering stars appears 
on a Slovene euro coin. 

Like most of the country, the capital 
is walkable, built on a river with plenty 
of bridges.

Three of those bridges have roman-
tic backstories. Dragon Bridge lore 
touts the legend of Jason and the Gold-
en Fleece; the mythical Jason slayed a 
dragon to earn freedom for the city. The 
Shoemaker’s Bridge dates to the 13th 
century and is one of the oldest bridges 
of Medieval Ljubljana.

The Butcher’s Bridge is also known 
as Lover’s Bridge. A look at the array of 
fastened padlocks reveals why. Fasten-
ing a lock and throwing away a key has 
become a modern-day ritual in declar-
ing eternal love.

A trio of pedestrian-only bridges 
also crosses the Ljubljana River. These 
were designed by Slovenia’s native son 
and esteemed architect, Joze Plecnik 

-
es” was built posthumously; it connects 

to another Plecnik design, the Ljubljana 
Central Market. 

The market is lively, colorful with 
characters and in foodstuffs. Fresh pro-
duce, spices and herbs and a first look at 
Slovenian delicacies, awaken appetites. 
Sample a traditional layer cake stuffed 
with poppy seeds, curd cream, walnuts 
and apple called Prekmurska gibanica.

The capital, like the Slovenian towns 
of Lasko, Piran and Bled, has its own buzz 
from little restaurants in hidden corners, 
coffeehouses and patisseries abutting the-
aters and venues in city centers.

Mother Nature truly blesses Slovenia 
with hills, valleys, expansive orchards 
and vineyards rimmed by mountains 
in some areas and sliced by rivers or 
stunning karst gorges in others. A spa 
culture permeates the country, as does 
adrenaline pumping sporting opportu-
nities for outdoor enthusiasts. 

Spa towns
The thermal springs around what is 

now the town of Lasko attracted the in-
trepid Romans centuries ago. Lasko was

The town of Kobarid lies 
in the Upper Soca Vallley.

Dragon Bridge honors 
city’s symbol in Ljubljana.

Three bridges cross the Ljubljana River 
in the capital city of Ljubljana.

Photo: Ljubljana Tourism

Editor’s note: Log on to Group Tour 
Spotlight e-Magazine to read more about 
Slovenia’s great outdoors. Solvenia is one 
of the most biodiverse countries on the 
planet. It is home to the Tolmin Gorges 
in Tiglav National Park and 6,200 miles 
(10,000 km.) of marked hiking trails that 
lace through the country. 

www.grouptour.com/spotlight

Photo: Ljubljana Tourism
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designated a European Destination of 
Excellence in 2013.

The Wellness Park Lasko Hotel is 
built next to the Lasko thermal hot 
springs. Wellness services top the to-do 
list at the hotel, in the spa and on the 
grounds.  The hotel’s health philosophy 
is found in the kitchen, too. The kitchen 
grows its own herbs in an organic gar-
den on property. 

An off-property stop at Solar Bee-
keeping is quasi health related. Groups 
learn about bees, beekeeping and the 
colorful apiaries where the bees live and 
work, and how to harvest honey.  Solar 
also offers a hands-on tour making and 
decorating gingerbread, an experience 
that can be repeated back home. 

The Lasko Brewery provides a look 
at Slovenian life at leisure.  It offers a 
three-hour guided tour that includes 
stops at the site’s brewery museum and 
tasting room. 

Piran is another popular spa desti-
nation, most notably at the spa wellness 
centre at the Grand Hotel Bernardin, lo-
cated between Piran and Portoroz. 

The hotel’s private beach and swim-
ming pool with heated seawater tempt 
guests to stay on property, but a walk 
through Tartini Square in town is im-
portant, especially on Saturdays when 

the fl ea and antique markets are in full 
swing. 

Just outside of Piran, the Secovlje  
Salt Works still dries salt as in biblical 
times. Seeing how salt is dried under the 
sun is not an everyday occurrence. The 
saltworks stop provides another photo 
op to email back home.  As does Fonda 
— the Piran Sea Bass eco-farm that Ana 
Ros had referred to. 

The sea bass are not raised in ponds 
on land, but in netted areas on the open 
water in the Adriatic Sea. Groups board 
a pontoon for a 15-minute ride to the 
fi sh nets. On board, owner Dr. Irena 
Fonda explains the business of fi sh 
farming, the nature preserve and local 
environmental concerns.  Back on dry 
land, local wine is served as part of the 
tour. 

Dobrovo Castle anchors the walled village of Smartno.

Photo: Group Tour Media/Jamie Cannon

Piran Sea Bass eco-farm uses nets 
in the open sea to raise its stock.

Photo: Piran Sea Bass eco-farm
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Agricultural centers
The route through the Goriska Brda 

agricultural center of Slovenia passes 
through the walled village of Smartno 
and by Dobrovo Castle, a favorite for 
local weddings. The region is noted for 
its white wine products, cherries and 
olive oil products. The annual Cherry 
Festival each spring is quite a sight as 
orchards of trees line both sides of the 
road. The Goriska Brda Wine Cellar is 
one of the largest wineries in the coun-
try, and the U.S. is one of their largest 
importers.

Food stop to remember
Majerija restaurant in Vipava, about 

45 minutes from Piran, welcome motor-
coaches. Guests choose a starter, main 
course and dessert from a multi-page 
menu developed from local resources. 
Owned by Matej and Natasa Tomazic, 
Majerija is located in a 100-year-old 
(former) stable. Many of the foodstuffs 
served in the restaurant are sold in the 
farm’s shop, like fi gs in rum or home-
made jams including plum, quince, wild 
raspberry and bittersweet orange or 
cherry and thyme. Local olive oil comes 
from organic production and careful 
cultivation in the Korte region, located 
above the Izola area in Slovenia. 

Ring a bell, make a wish 
Bled is one location where North 

Americans may meet other North Ameri-
cans. It is gaining popularity as an add-on 
to tours to Croatia or Austria. The view 
from the Grand Hotel Toplice overlooks 
the alpine lake that surrounds Bled Island. 

People access the island in the same 
manner that they have for centuries—
by Pletna boats. Pletnas are small wood-
en boats powered by a single oarsman 
standing at the stern. Like taxi medal-
lions in New York City, pletnas and their 
routes are kept in the family, handed 
down from generation to generation. 

The castle on the island is the oldest 
castle in the country, dating to medieval 
times.  It houses a museum, a print shop 
where groups can lend a hand at print-
ing certifi cates to verify their visit, an 
herbal gallery and an onsite restaurant 
that serves lunch. 

Guides like to tell the story of the “wish-
ing bell” at the island’s church.  Local lore 
says that whoever rings the bell while mak-
ing a wish, will have the wish granted.  

Locals say to arrive early, as the line to 

Slovenian Tourist Board
+386 (1) 5898 550
www.slovenia.info

 Home to one of the largest populations of brown bears 
 in Europe
 Land of 1,300 lakes, each more than one-half acre 
 29 miles of coast along the Adriatic Sea
 More than a third of the country protected from development
 More churches per capita than any other European country
 100 castles intact
Karst limestone plateau of underground rivers, gorges, 

 and caves
 6,200+ miles (10,000 km) of marked hiking trails

down from generation to generation. 

 Home to one of the largest populations of brown bears 

fun facts:sLOVEnia 

Bled Island is Slovenia’s answer to a fairy-tale island.

Photo: Group Tour Media/Jamie Cannon


