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F RON T I E R L A N D

Make your way to the remote borders of Montenegro, Albania and Kosovo to set foot in
a once-forbidden mountain wilderness where, today, walkers are warmly welcomed
Words OLIVER SMITH
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Setting off from Vusanje,
a village in Montenegro
with a large ethnic Albanian
population. Previous page:
Descending from the Qafa
e Pëjes pass towards the
village of Theth, Albania
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G

od took six days to create the earth,
the sea and the sky. But, so a local
legend goes, the devil took only
24 hours to create the Accursed
Mountains. It was a full day’s work. He would have
scored deep ravines with his pointy tail. He would
have sculpted spires of rock with his evil little
claws. And, long after he finished the Mountains,
the curse remained, for this range has always
been synonymous with bandits, blood feuds,
avalanches, and miscellaneous misfortunes for
anyone foolish enough to visit.
Today, the Accursed Mountains straddle the
borders of three nations: Montenegro, Kosovo and
Albania. Setting out on a morning stroll in early
summer, you suspect the Almighty would be
impressed by his rival’s handiwork. With devilish
deception, it is a place of radiant, intense loveliness.
My walk starts in the village of Vusanje,
Montenegro, near a timber minaret carved with
crescent moons and petals. Before long, I am far
from settlements, walking through wildflower
meadows where the ground itself seems to move
with the fluttering of thousands of butterflies.
There are mighty limestone mountains crumbling
into wind-scoured boulder fields, and stone
shepherds’ huts, their chimney stacks toppled and
slumped in mimicry of the peaks above.

Most of the time, there are few hikers. It feels
like a mini-Yosemite in the Balkans – a real
back-of-the-wardrobe secret land that has
somehow evaded the attention of the outside
world. There are clues as to why. Four hours’
walk from Vusanje, I cross the MontenegroAlbania border, where derelict military bunkers
watch from above. Beyond them lies the village
of Theth, Albania. It is roughly 14 miles from
Vusanje but, until 1991, it might as well have been
on the far side of the moon.
‘If you were caught walking in these mountains
in those times, you would have gone to prison,’
says Pavlin Polia, leaning on a fence post in the
afternoon sunshine. ‘Or worse.’
Pavlin is a mountain guide and guesthouse
owner in Theth, where he was born in the nave of
its tiny Catholic church. When he was a youngster,
Theth was part of Communist Albania, a regime
unrivalled in Europe for brutal oppression and
crippling poverty. Its paranoid dictator, Enver
Hoxha, built more than 170,000 of his bunkers
across the country, partly to repel enemies – but
as much to make sure citizens stayed put.
For decades, the Accursed Mountains served
as Hoxha’s giant geological Berlin Wall (one that
conveniently brewed its own thunderstorms). Its
treacherous passes became the ultimate hurdle

Haystacks in Valbonë.
Clockwise from below:
A five-spot burnet moth
butterfly on the AlbaniaMontenegro border;
a waterwheel in Theth;
on the trail towards Theth

‘IT FEELS LIKE A SECRET LAND
THAT HAS EVADED THE ATTENTION
OF THE OUTSIDE WORLD’

Meadows beneath Maja
e Rosit on the border
between Albania and
Montenegro. Clockwise
from above: The ‘lock-in’
tower in Theth, where
blood feuds were
resolved; one of Theth’s
goats; guide Pavlin
Polia; the Catholic church
where he was born
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‘THE ACCURSED MOUNTAINS
ARE PROBABLY THE LAST TRULY
WILD PLACE IN EUROPE’

LABOUR OF LOVE
While in Kosovo, keep an
ear out for youngsters
by the name of ‘Tonibler’.
A given name for boys, it
was created in honour of
former UK prime minister
Tony Blair, who is seen as
a hero by many, owing to
his strong stance in the
1998–1999 Kosovo War.
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for anyone escaping Albania to reach the relative
freedom of Montenegro, then part of Yugoslavia.
Over coffee in his guesthouse in Theth, Pavlin
tells me about escape attempts – the 70-strong
family who sneaked over the frontier on Hoxha’s
birthday, when the border guards were partying
and looking the other way. And nameless others
who tiptoed into the beech forests after nightfall,
never to be heard from again.
Communism may now be just a memory,
but only in the past few years have geopolitical
developments allowed these mountains to open
up to hikers. Pavlin is among the founders of
the Peaks of the Balkans trail – a new 120-milehiking route that passes through three nations
in a lap of the Accursed Mountains. It is a
two-week-long odyssey of which the hike from
Vusanje to Theth is just one leg. Establishing
the trail meant mapping remote routes known
only to shepherds, and encouraging farmers to
open guesthouses. It also meant navigating
sensitive politics – Pavlin worked hard to persuade
police chiefs from Montenegro, Albania and
Kosovo to waive passport checks for the first time.
‘In the end, they decided that if you want
to smuggle cigarettes, you would probably do it

in the boot of a Mercedes,’ he says with a grin.
‘You wouldn’t put them in a backpack and
set out into the mountains.’

A

lbania is possibly the most
misunderstood country in Europe.
It has a language with no close
relatives, full of words made of Qs
and Xs that look purpose-built for high Scrabble
scores. The country sits about midway between
Rome and Athens, but spent the late 20th century
as a European North Korea – neither a member
of NATO, the Eastern Bloc nor the Non-Aligned
Movement – it didn’t even enter the Eurovision
Song Contest until fairly recently. It carries
unhappy associations with organised crime and
backwardness. Its fictional children include
Borat (though he later switched to Kazakh), and
the baddies from Taken films, who bear the brunt
of Liam Neeson’s particular skill set.
For any hiker who spends the night in villages
such as Theth, Albania conjures up quite different
associations. The morning thrum of beehives,
the taste of honey on freshly baked bread.
Shivering-cold mountain streams flowing under
humpbacked Ottoman bridges. The clink of

antique china cups filled with strong Turkish
coffee. The greetings of shepherds taking their
flocks out to pasture.
After I’ve spent a night in Theth, the Albanian
leg of the Peaks of the Balkans trail leads me
towards the Valbonë Valley over a rocky pass.
Climbing higher, the view soon expands into
IMAX mode: giant citadels of rock, meadows
tinged blue in the heat haze, eagles riding
thermals from the Adriatic.
From the highest point of the pass, you see
clearly how the Accursed Mountains are one
of the last redoubts of wilderness in the Balkans.
Somewhere on the ranges below live wolves
and brown bears. And, of course, the critically
endangered Balkan lynx, barely a few dozen of
which roam the rocky plateaux, their whiskers
twitching in the highland wind.
The habitat itself is under critical threat. In 2015,
the Albanian government passed a motion to allow
the construction of hydroelectric dams in the
Valbonë Valley – a project that would submerge
much of this landscape, drowning the forests,
condemning raging rivers to become meagre
trickles. The Peaks of the Balkans trail passes by
the proposed dams but, more gravely, the project

would block invisible, older trails – trodden by
countless species, which depend on them to
survive. Despite continued legal challenges
from environmental groups across Europe, we
see bulldozers parked within the borders of the
Valbonë National Park during our visit.
‘These mountains are probably the last truly
wild place in Europe,’ says Besi Ismajli, a guide
I meet after descending the pass. He has a wolf
tattooed on his calf, and an eagle on his bicep. ‘We
have to fight a battle to protect this place. And,
right now, Albania is losing it.’

W

herever you walk in the
Accursed Mountains, borders
are a constant companion.
Sometimes a border shimmies
along a knife-edge arête. Often it plunges into a
frozen lake and climbs out on the other side. Very
occasionally it ambushes you with a weatherbeaten
sign proclaiming something like ‘Welcome to MO
TE EGRO’. But, more often than not, it slips past
undetected, a text message saying ‘Vodafone
welcomes you to Albania, receive calls from 36p
per minute’ the only sign of an international
boundary. Borders are also invisible to the cows

A wolf watches over Besi Imajlis’ calf.
Top: Facing south into the Valbonë
valley, near the proposed
hydroelectric project
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A Hoxha-era pillbox
overlooking the AlbaniaMontenegro border

A chapel in the Patriarchal
Monasteryof Péc, dating
back to the 13th century
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of Isah Zymer Dresias – a farmer whose livestock
regularly wanders over the Montenegro-Kosovo
border, which, thanks to a territory swap, now
runs directly behind his woodshed. It means he
has to make repeat visits to the border police to
bring them home. It is a price worth paying, he
insists, to live and work in Kosovo’s Rugova valley.
‘Life here is beautiful,’ he says, chopping white
pine, as I cross into Kosovo. ‘If you spend time
here then you will grow a beard to your waist,
and probably live to be 120 years old. And you
will never be able to live without the smell of pine
trees in summer.’
As the Peaks of the Balkans trail enters Kosovo,
the landscape subtly changes character. Vertical
peaks lapse into gently contoured hills and
broadleaf forests where wild strawberries and
apricots grow by the trail. Splitting the landscape
in two is the Rugova Gorge, where little cafés
watch over a foaming river, and Kosovars come
for picnics at weekends.
It looks like a picture of timeless serenity but,
here again, the Accursed Mountains are deceptive.
In 1998, during the last chapter of the Balkan Wars,
Yugoslav forces rolled in from Montenegro and
Serbia to battle the Kosovo Liberation Army. Amid
the genocide of Kosovar Albanians, bloody fighting
saw farmhouses torched, and artillery fire breaking
the hush of the Rugova forests.
Complex though political borders may be in the
Accursed Mountains, they overlay an even more

complicated map of ethnic and religious
boundaries – of which hikers can get a tiny sense
in Kosovo. In one part of the Rugova Valley, you
might stop inside the Serbian Orthodox monastery
in Peja, and squint to see frescoed saints in the
shadowy heights. In another, you can hear
the thin call to prayer from the village mosques,
whose minarets inch above the treetops. As well
as Albanians and Serbs, there are Bosniaks,
Macedonians, Roma and Egyptians. The ethnic
mix has been combustible in the past. Today, most
look to the path ahead.
The end of my hike comes in the village of
Rekë e Allagës, and the home of Mustafa and
Fethiye Nikqi. Mustafa rebuilt his Rugova
farmhouse after it was destroyed in the war,
and more recently opened it as Ariu (‘Bear’)
Guesthouse, named after the creatures that
harass his dog, Dora, in the small hours. Today
he welcomes a fraternity of hikers, united in the
love of roaming this landscape. In small ways,
he says, the Peaks of the Balkans trail encourages
understanding across frontiers. Guides from all
countries intermingle; guesthouses call lodges
over the border to let them know a hiking group
is on their way.
‘If we had had this path 25 years ago, perhaps
there would have been no war,’ says Mustafa. ‘
The Peaks of the Balkans trail is, in some ways,
like a stitch in a wound.’
To stay the night here means experiencing

BUNKER BUNKER
PARTY…
The Albanian pillbox
is a wonder of
architecture largely
because there are
some 173,350 of them
– nearly ten to every
square mile. Built
between 1967 and
1986 under Enver
Hoxha’s ‘bunkerisation’
strategy, they were
never actually used to
defend the country,
but are an omnipresent
feature of the Albanian
landscape. They’ve
been adapted as pizza
ovens, mushroom farms
and cafés. They’ve had
other functions, too: as
Lonely Planet founder
Tony Wheeler put it
in his 2007 book Bad
Lands: ‘Albanian
virginity is lost in a
Hoxha bunker as often
as American virginity
was once lost in the
back seats of cars.’
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BEHIND
THE SCENES
Lonely Planet magazine
contributors Oliver
Smith and Justin Foulkes
are rugged men of the
mountains, not shy of
brisk temperatures.
They met their match
with a swim in the
glacially cold lake of
Liqeni i Drelajve on the
Kosovo-Montenegro
border – stripping down
to their underpants and
diving in, before
climbing out with a
whimper, to howls of
laughter from observers
in both nations.

Clockwise from above: Dora
the dog at Ariu Guesthouse
in Rugova, Kosovo; bridge
over the Rugova canyon;
the guesthouse entrance;
Mustafa tends to his cows;
a speckled yellow moth on
the author’s boot in the
Rugova Valley; Fethiye
making flija pancakes
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a happy sense of cultural disorientation. Mustafa
waxes lyrical about Fethiye’s home-made Ramadan
cheese, and also the wild boar he sometimes hunts
– whose meat tastes like onions in autumn and
pine cones in winter. Dinners come with shots of
fiery raki, made with apples from the orchards
outside, while guests sleep in dormitories where
images of Mecca and Medina hang over the bunks.
And there are stories, too: the old caravans
Mustafa remembers from pre-Communist days,
when he was young – when merchants in flowing
white robes would walk for days to sell sheepskins
on the Adriatic coast, huddled together for safe
passage over the range.
Sunset lingers on the high points of the
Accursed Mountains – casting golden beams
on Rekë e Allagës while the world below is
swallowed in shadows. Barely visible at the far

end of the Rugova Valley is a no man’s land
between Kosovo and Montenegro, designated
‘disputed territory’ on my map. The road is
currently closed here, and no one may cross.
It is an unhappy relic of the Yugoslav wars.
Depending on whom you ask, it may be part of
Montenegro or Kosovo. Or both, or neither. At the
time of my visit its status is set to be resolved by
politicians who have likely never set foot here.
For now, it is the Balkan landscape as God (or the
devil) left it: an immensity of mountain, forest and
meadow that is nothing if not European.an.
oliver smith is our contributing (often from

altitude) writer. His trip had support from
Zbulo in Albania and Montenegro,and
Butterfly Outdoor in Kosovo.
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M A K E

I T

H A P P E N

BALK ANS

ESSENTIALS
GETTING THERE
AND AROUND
Your choice of flight depends
largely on which country you
plan to start your trek in.
In Albania, Tirana airport
has flights from London
Gatwick (from £160; ba.com),
with a five-hour onward
drive to Theth or Valbona.
In Montenegro, Podgorica is
connected to London Stansted
(from £75; ryanair.com)
followed by a five-hour
onward drive to Vusanje.
Kosovo’s Pristina airport has
flights from London Luton
(from £110; wizzair.com),
which will entail a two-hour
drive to Peja, close to Rekë e
Allagës. Car hire is available
in all locations. Be warned:
you may need to pay
additional insurance if you
plan to cross national borders
in your vehicle.
WHO CAN HELP
Walking independently is an
option; however, considering
the occasionally complicated
navigation, cross-border
bureaucracy and scarce
English speakers, we’d
strongly recommend going
with a local company. In
Albania, the pioneering Zbulo
(zbulo.org) offers guided and
self-guided itineraries in the
Accursed Mountains (twelve
days from £905), as well as
hikes in lesser-known regions
of Albania, such as the littlevisited Southern Highlands.
Meanwhile, over in Kosovo,
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the equally excellent Butterfly
Outdoor (butterflyoutdoor.
com) has itineraries in the
Rugova Valley (four days
from £225) as well as cycling,
rock-climbing and yoga
retreats in other less visited
corners of the country.
WHEN TO GO
The Peaks of the Balkans trail
is generally hiked from May
to October. In winter, much
of the route is impassable
due to snow.
LITTER IN THE
ACCURSED MOUNTAINS
While the Accursed
Mountains counts as one
of the most beautiful corners
of Europe, it continues to
struggle with catastrophic
litter problems, plastic waste
clogging the streams around
villages and, in particular,
picnic spots in all three
countries. Take a refillable
water bottle, and – if you
want to make a difference –
take a plastic bag and gather
what you can. Our team
collected ten bags of rubbish
on their trek.
FURTHER INFO
Rudolf Abraham’s excellent
Peaks of the Balkans Trail is an
essential resource for hikers
(£16.95, Cicerone),
and Lonely Planet’s
Eastern Europe
offers more
information on
the wider region
(£14.99).

MAP KEY
Theth
Valbonë
Vusanje

Rekë e Allages
Rugova Valley
Peja/Peć

MODERN HISTORY CHEAT SHEET
ALBANIA
From 1946 to 1992 the country was under Communist rule,
led largely by the eccentric and brutal dictator Enver Hoxha.
It positioned itself apart from other Eastern Bloc countries,
initially allying with China, and withdrawing from the Warsaw
Pact in 1968. Unrest flared in the late 1990s, partly due to the
collapse of government-endorsed pyramid schemes.
MONTENEGRO
Montenegro (‘Black Mountain’) was briefly an independent
kingdom before WWI, then later absorbed into what became
Yugoslavia. Rather than seceding like other member states in
the early 1990s, it remained part of the State Union of Serbia
and Montenegro from 2003 to 2006. Following a narrowly
won referendum, it became independent in 2006.
KOSOVO
Kosovo was an autonomous province of Serbia (itself a
constituent republic of Yugoslavia) until the 1990s. In 1998,
decades of tensions between Albanians and Serbs erupted
into war between the Kosovo Liberation Army and Yugoslav
forces, during which around 13,000 people were killed. In
2008, Kosovo declared independence, and is recognised by
over 100 countries, including the UK and Montenegro.

SHORT WALKS ON THE PEAKS OF THE BALKANS
Hiking the whole trail can take up to two weeks, but it is possible to cover
stages in shorter stints. Here are some of the best day walks
Vusanje (Montenegro) to Theth
(Albania), 13 miles
Said by some to be the most beautiful
stretch of the trail, this easily
navigable route follows the Ropojana
Valley, with around 1000m of ascent.
Bearing south from Vusanje, highlights
include an abandoned Yugoslav
military barracks, and the steep
descent from the Qafa e Pejës pass
into Theth. Guest House Ulaj (from
£30; +382 68 871 620) provides
warm rooms and filling meals in a
Vusanje farmhouse, while Polia
Guesthouse (from £33; +355 67 526
7526) has modern pine-clad rooms in
Theth. In Theth, be sure to pay a visit to
the extraordinary ‘lock-in’ tower,
a legacy of the complex blood feuds
of the Accursed Mountains.

Theth (Albania) to Valbonë
(Albania), 12 miles
The most well trodden of all the Peaks
of the Balkans stages, this hike affords
extraordinary views from the top of
the Valbonë Pass. Setting out from
Theth, hikers ascend steeply through
forests before crossing the saddle
between the peaks of Maja Alijes and
Maja e Boshit. From here,
it’s a steady descent towards
Rragrami, and a walk along a stony
river bed to Valbonë. You’ll find
a couple of small ‘cafés’ lining
the trail, stocking expensive
drinks and snacks. Run by an
enthusiastic beekeeper, Guest House
Kol Gjoni (from £30; +355 67 302
2876) has rooms in an Alpine-style
cottage in Valbonë.

Rekë e Allagës (Kosovo) to
Hajla (Kosovo/Montenegro
Border) 7.5 miles
Rekë e Allagës is the most suitable
base for adventures in Kosovo’s
Rugova valley. If you’re arriving from
the east, it’s readily accessed on
tarmac roads from the town of Peja,
home to an Ottoman bazaar and
a beautiful Serbian Orthodox
monastery. For a bracing day walk
from Rekë e Allagës, follow the
Peaks of the Balkans trail northwest
through forests and meadows to the
summit of Hajla – a rocky spine that
marks the Kosovo-Montenegro
border. Ariu Guesthouse (also known
as Mustafa Guesthouse; from £35;
+386 49 867 098) is one of the
best loved on the trail.
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