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The unspoilt 
fjords of  
the Adriatic
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The Gulf of Kotor has fjords as spectacular as 
Norway’s, but basking in Mediterranean sun, and 
it remains a well-kept secret, says Theo Stocker

Surprisingly 
consistent winds 
blow throughout 
the Gulf of Kotor

Porto Montenegro
The gulf’s largest leisure port sits on a low 
headland in the middle of the Gulf’s second 
bay, near Tivat. It has all-day sunlight 
unshaded by the mountains and is central 
to a wide sailing area. It’s built on an old 
Yugoslav naval base; the yacht club is in 
the old officers’ mess and the 60m lido fills 
what was once a submarine dock. We were 
staying in the Regent Hotel and for the 
next four days, we lived a jet-set lifestyle of 
restaurants and spas, bars and sailing.

A tour of the bay by motor launch 
whisked us passed views once enjoyed by 
Byron:  towering mountains with cumulus 
clouds bubbling in their lee over the 
land, centuries-old lighthouses, orthodox 
monasteries perched on little islands with 
palm trees and vines growing in their 
gardens, Venetian walled towns made rich 
by their trade with the Ottoman empire 
and dolphins playing in the fjord where 
cold fresh mountain streams mix with 
warm sea water.

After a dip in the roof-top swimming 
pool, we dressed for dinner; a superb meal 
of local fish and excellent Montenegrin 
wine, followed by a digestif on the balcony 
of our palatial hotel room overlooking the 
old naval munitions basin, now a piazza 
and dock for the boats we would be sailing. 

On the water
The next morning, I was itching to get 
afloat and explore the 33 square miles of 
pristine sailing waters on our doorstep. 
By midday a steady Force 3-4 Mistral had 
built from the south-west over the low hills 
on the coast. Iliya was to be our skipper. 
Cropped greying hair and weather-bronzed 
face but boyish agility on deck made his 
age hard to guess. Having been taught 

to sail by his uncle, he was steeped in 
the millennia-old maritime traditions of 
Montenegro and was a superb guide both 
to the boat and to the area. Had we stayed 
longer, and had the right paperwork, we 
could have sailed without a skipper.

First, we jumped aboard a Tofinou 
9.5, a sleek, 31ft carbon-and-teak 
gentleman’s dayboat. With elegant 
lines, a deep retractable fin keel, a large 
laminate mainsail and a self-tacking jib, 
she balanced brute power with genteel 
refinement. All the lines are led aft within 
reach of the helm, so you can sail her 
shorthanded. With sails set, she heeled 
gently and pointed high into the wind. 
Curved cockpit coamings of gleaming 
brightwork made sitting out comfortable, 
and the tiller was light and responsive. 
Bearing away onto a broad reach, the 
asymmetric went up and she accelerated 
smoothly, never out of control. 

Below decks, leather upholstery and 
more brightwork gave her Spartan interior 
a touch of minimalist class. She had sitting 
headroom, a small sink, basic instruments 
and a chemical toilet.
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We gybed down 
through the narrow 
Verige Channel, past the 
village of Kamenari, where chains were 
once slung across the narrows and could 
be pulled tight to snare enemy ships before 
they were shelled into submission. Off the 
town of Perast we rounded Our Lady of 
the Rocks and headed back into the 
wind. The breeze here was funneled by 

B
lack clouds swallowed the 
mountains whole. A white line 
of spray, the vanguard of a solid 
mass of wind, marched across 
the fjord before throwing itself 

amongst the rigging of yachts cowering in 
the marina. Heavy raindrops drummed 
down as well-heeled tourists retreated  
into chic cafés for shelter. This was hardly 
the sunshine and perfect breezes we 
expected from Montenegro in June, but 
the tempest was gone in an hour, and in 
two hours the Mediterranean heat was 
drying the quayside. 

When I first heard about the Gulf of 
Kotor, I had to check the map as I wasn’t 
sure exactly where Montenegro was. Once 
I’d seen the pictures, however, I knew 
I had to go. It is a small Slavic country, 
once part of communist Yugoslavia under 
Tito and then of Serbia but independent 
since 2006. It nestles on the shore of the 
Adriatic Sea, pinned between Croatia to 

the north, Albania to the south and the 
mountainous Balkan countries to the east. 
On the northerly end of its short coast, a 
deep inlet plunges between ever-steeper 
mountains, divided into four large bays by 
rocky narrows, with the Venetian city of 
Kotor sitting at the head of the gulf. It is 
all now protected by its clasification as a 
UNESCO world heritage site.

Getting there was easy. My wife Georgie 
and I took a direct flight from London to 
Dubrovnik in Croatia, where we were met 
by a transfer to Porto Montenegro, just 
over an hour away. As we got closer, the 
landscape became steeper and rockier 
until, rounding a hill, the Gulf of Kotor 
sparkled deep turquoise in front of us. 
Small towns and villages teetered on 
the shoreline along a ribbon of road. 
Above them, dark mountains of verdant 
scrubland rose hundreds of metres 
to sharp limestone peaks, the highest 
mountains in the Adriatic.

Adapting to the jet-set lifestyle in Porto Montenegro 

The town of Perast in the inner gulf is over 1,000 years old and was a major maritime trading hub
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the mountains, and was starting to blow. 
It took concentration to keep the telltales 
flying evenly as the wind buffeted us from 
one side and the other. When the gusts hit, 
the Tofinou heeled slightly in a dignified 
manner and calmly accelerated again. 
She proved to be a fast, slippery boat, yet 
beguilingly relaxing to sail.

The following day, we were out on 
the water with Iliya again, this time in a 
Blu26. Pared down to the bare minimum, 
this Swiss lake boat was set up for match 
racing with enough power to bite your 
hand off if you let her. An aggressive 50 
per cent of her ballast is in the lead bulb at 
the bottom of the fin keel, and the whole 
boat weighed just over a tonne. With long 
narrow lines, low freeboard and a sharp 
bow, she’s built for speed on flat water.

With no anchor, berths, or even an 
engine, there are no concessions to 
cruising, but these privations are quickly 
forgotten amidst the sheer fun of sailing 
her. She heeled on her narrow beam until 
the weight of the keel kicked in. The sails 
were easily trimmed with control lines 
galore for dinghy-style tweaking. Spray 

Montenegro enjoys the usual 
Mediterranean heat in the summer, and 
remains warm and pleasant throughout 
spring and autumn. English is widely and 
fluently spoken around the Gulf of Kotor. 
Although not yet an EU member, the Euro 
is the official currency.

Flights
■ Ryanair flies twice a week to Podgorica 
from London Stansted
■ Montenegrin Airlines flies into Tivat from 
London Gatwick (summer only)
■ Norwegian Airlines flies into Tivat from 
London Gatwick (via Oslo)
■ Several airlines also fly to Dubrovnik, 1½ 
hours from Porto Montenegro
■ A hire car from Dubrovnik for a week will 
cost €50 and a taxi €35

Charter fleets
■ Yachting Adria (Bar): 
www.yachtingadria.com
■ Parus-M (Kotor): www.parus-m.com
■ Yacht Voyage (Tivat, for catmarans): 
www.yachtvoyage.com
■ Several brokers also offer private yachts 
for charter in Montenegro

Publications
■ ADMiRALTY: Chart 1578 Croatia and 
Montenegro, Ulcinj to Boka Kotorska
■ iMRAY: Chart M27 Dubrovnik 
to Bar and Ulcinj
■ PiLOT: Croatia, Slovenia, Montenegro, 
East Coast of Italy, Albania, by Trevor and 
Dinah Thompson (imray, £32.50)

Useful information
flecked the deck as we beat out towards the 
mouth of the gulf, past the old submarine 
pens carved into the mountainside, now 
used only for music festivals. Turning 
downwind, a large symmetric spinnaker 
powered through the chop, our wake 
trailing far astern. We ducked behind the 
small nature reserve island of San Marco 
before sailing back into Porto Montenegro 
with smiles plastered on our faces.

Navigation
Pilotage couldn’t be simpler. There are 
four large bays, each connected by a 
narrow channel, clearly marked with 
striped lighthouses, usually accompanied 
by an old cottage or a monastery. Most 
of the gulf has a depth of at least 30m 
and rocks do not extend far from shore. 
There is only one navigation hazard in the 
whole gulf – a tongue of submerged rock 
protruding 50m west of San Marco island 
near Tivat. Although it’s clearly marked 
with a large stone beacon and light, a 
number of boats still try to cross it every 
year and come off worse for wear.

Anchoring is allowed throughout the 
fjord, except along the shores of the 
narrow channels and this is clearly marked 
by inverted anchor symbols painted on 
walls on the foreshore. A number of bays 
offer moorings. There are some public 
quays but most are private, so yachts 
generally anchor off, though you can 
sometimes agree to moor for a small fee.

Good anchorages depend on the wind 
direction, but north- and east-facing 
shores are a good bet. San Marco offers the 
most shelter from all wind directions but 
everywhere else is reasonably sheltered, 
and the wind fades completely overnight.

A number of islands are dotted around 
inside the bay. The most iconic is Our 
Lady of the Rocks, with its tiny terracotta-
domed church and miniature harbour. 
Next to it is Sveti Đorde (St George), one 
of two active 12th Century Benedictine 
monasteries along with Gospa od Milosrda 
(Our Lady of Mercy) tucked behind San 
Marco (also called Sveti Marko).

The summer Mistral sea breeze gets up 
around noon, blowing Force 2-4, stronger 
around headlands. Squalls do occasionally 
blow through, but are short-lived and are 
well forecast. The northerly Bora wind 
usually blows only in winter, bringing 
bigger squalls and longer lasting storms.

Only one brief squall interrupted the 
perfect weather in which we basked. We 
left wishing we had more time to explore 
the country. We’d hardly scratched the 
surface of the history along the coast. As 
a start point for a charter holiday in the 
Adriatic, or even as base for a cruising 
sailor, Montenegro seems to leave little to 
be desired. For a hotel-and-sail holiday 
combining sheer luxury with time on the 
water, I can’t think of anywhere better. W

Hotel and sail
The Regent Hotel offers simple, elegant 
luxury in 80 rooms or suites. its restaurants 
serve very good local food and wine. A spa, 
outdoor pools and lido offer the perfect 
place to relax. Our ‘deluxe’ room was the 
most basic, costing €200 (around £140) 
per night and was of palatial proportions, 
including a truly vast bed, well-equipped 
kitchenette and large bathroom. There are 
cafés and restaurants to suit all budgets in 
the Porto Montenegro village.

Porto Montenegro’s keelboats can be 
chartered on a daily or weekly basis. Porto 
Montenegro Yacht Club also has extensive 
sports facilities and a range of dinghies and 
watercraft on which to explore the bay.

The holiday offers top-end luxury, but 
if you avoid the peak summer season, 
the costs are comparable with a standard 
bareboat charter and flights (www.
portomontenegro.com).

Holiday options

The Regent Hotel sits at the heart of  
the Porto Montenegro development

Go there in your own boat
Porto Montenegro has a Yacht Assist team to 
help cruisers clear in once you are alongside. 
There’s a customs office in the marina and 
tax-free fuelling on departure day.

The marina has 460 berths but will soon 
have 600 and a further 200 are planned. 
Non-charter crews berthed in the marina 
become ‘Crew Club’ members and receive a 
10 per cent discount to the hotel, the spa and 
the restaurants.

Half a mile beyond Porto Montenegro 
is a small marina and a boartyard (www.
navaryacht.com) offering full marine services, 
a 200-tonne travel hoist and hard standing 
where boats can overwinter. 

Yacht charter
Few charter boats (and no flotillas) venture 
into Montenegro, but the country is within 
easy reach from charter bases in Dubrovnik 
and it’s easy to clear in and out. There are 
a few local charter companies and agents. 
Chartering from Montenegro saves around 13 
per cent tax (VAT) compared to Croatia. Our Lady of the Rocks church sits on an island 

augmented with rocks placed there by locals

Striped lighthouses clearly indicate headlands

The Blu26 was more 
of handful, but great 
fun to sail and there 
is a fleet for racing 

Theo takes the helm of the Tofinou 9.5  
– she’s beautifully refined and simple to sail

Picture-postcard 
sailing conditions 
in the Gulf of Kotor

The Blu26 on a 
fast spinnaker 
run back 
towards Porto 
Montenegro

A high aspect ratio 
rig and a slender 
hull give the 
Tofinou a good 
pointing angle


