


The planned itinerary for a backpacking trip into the mountains was 
definitely off  – some villagers in the more remote areas weren’t even able 
to get out to their firewood stores; a group of  tourists demanding food 
and shelter is the last thing they need. So, our guides, Samer and Lorenc, 
came up with an alternative plan that introduces us to the mountains – 
and the country – that they so clearly love.

In a line snaking its way up through the forest, we set off  on the first 
day to climb 1629m Trebević. Snowshoes distribute a walker’s weight over 
a larger area, enabling them to stay closer to the surface of  the snow and 
making progress easier than if  you were having to wade through the stuff. 
I already understood the mechanics of  the technique, but I hadn’t realised 
just how much easier it was going to be. Before we set off, I tried walking 
without snowshoes and immediately sank thigh-deep. The snow held tight 
to my leg, and one of  my companions had to help me out of  my hole.

So, after 30 minutes of  gently sauntering along behind my fellow 
snowshoers, I was beginning to wonder why we’re making such slow 
progress. Apart from mastering the ‘step turn’ (for turning without 
tripping over my snowshoes), there seems to be no great trick to walking 
as long as I remember to allow for the width of  the shoe. This is a doddle! 
But gradually, as each successive trail-breaker tires and stands aside, I 
slowly make my way up the line and begin to understand the pace. With 
fewer people in front of  me to compact the snow, things gradually get 
harder. Finally, the last trail-breaker pulls over to the side and I’m left 
with nothing in front of  me but pure, white snow.

BREAKING THE TRAIL
In his book, Song of  the Rolling Earth, John Lister-Kaye aptly describes 
virgin snow as being like “turning back to an older, pristine age”... “For 
as long as it lasts, and until one sets foot on its perfection, the presence 
of  man is subordinated...” he writes. “The land is purged as though 
the glacier has come again in the night, wiping it clean. One embarks 
upon a new journey, an expedition into a purer nature where man is 
not acknowledged, has not visibly interfered.” I take his advice not to 
look back. “Behind us our footprints lead back to the imperfections of  
knowledge and the frailties of  our human world.”

 With my companions forgotten, I started to break trail through 
this “Edenesque freshness of  dazzling beauty and pure adventure”. 
Everything else is forgotten as I slowly find my rhythm and labour 
onwards. There’s an eerie surrealism to this monotone world: the white 
snow still falling softly, silently on the white ground; the pale grey, almost 
white clouds sitting low above the forest; the dark grey, almost black trees 
surrounding me. There is no wind. There is no birdsong and no sign of  
wildlife. The silence, broken only by the snow crunching underfoot, is 
overwhelming. I felt engulfed by the cold emptiness of  it all.

It wasn’t long before I’m aware of  another unwanted intruder in this 
hushed, unspoilt world: this time, it’s the sound of  my heart hammering 
in my chest. It’s time to step aside and let a fresh pair of  legs take over at 
the front. I return to being just one more walker in a long line of  them.

I’m told that I was doing a good job of  breaking trail though, 
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‘stamping’ well enough to make a cleaner step for those 
behind to move into. ‘Stamping’ involves putting your heel 
down first, followed by your toes and then transferring your 
weight to the full shoe, solidifying the snow underfoot in 
the process. On this first day, our guides lead on the steeper, 
uphill sections, demonstrating the technique of  ‘edging’, 
which involves planting the side of  the shoe into the snow 
and shifting your weight on to this outside edge, slowly 
creating a diagonal stairway up the slope. 

Sadly, no amount of  stamping and edging can help 
us make it to the top of  Trebević. The depth of  snow, 
increasing as we gain height, has slowed us to a crawl and the 
fading light forces us to turn back just a few hundred metres 
from the summit.

CALM AND COLD
Trebević hasn’t always been a silent mountain: it has seen action over the 
years. In 1984, as one of  Sarajevo’s four Olympic mountains, it played 
host to world-class athletes and was home to winter sporting facilities 
to match. Much of  this was destroyed in the early 1990s when the 
mountain became a battleground in the Balkan conflicts. Overlooking 
the city, it was a crucial stronghold for Serbian forces who set up gun 

emplacements on the Olympic bobsled run during the three-
year-long siege of  Sarajevo.

We heard a lot more about the conflict over the next 
few days. Samer, who grew up during the siege, reassuringly 
told us that he and Lorenc never take walkers to “areas that 
have been mined”. To me, living in the north of  England, 
that phrase conjures up images of  the lead mining remains 
in the Pennines or the scars left by the copper mines on 
the Coniston fells: I’ve never had to consider land mines 
before. “We play it totally safe,” added Lorenc. “We don’t 
even take people to areas that have been cleared of  mines.” 
Realistic – and frank – they know that losing a visitor to a 
land mine would mean the end of  Bosnian tourism for a 

long, long time. And they’re keen for more people to come and see their 
“beautiful country”. 

After just a few days in the Bosnian mountains, I needed little 
convincing that, indeed, it is a “beautiful country”. We never ventured 
too far from Sarajevo, but even here, in these relatively unassuming, 
lower mountains of  the Dinaric Alps, there’s an exquisite sense of  calm 
and delicacy, heightened, no doubt, by the snow and the intense cold: the 
temperature drops close to -30C some nights and rarely rises above -12C 
during the day. Small birds occasionally flit in and out of  the branches of  
the spruce trees, weighed down with the white stuff, but otherwise there 
are few signs of  life in this unusually bitter blast.

Snowshoers snaking 
through the forests 
on Igman Mountain, 
near Sarajevo

Snowshoeing in 
Bosnia’s Visocica 
Mountains 
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Our next base was the tiny village of  Umoljani, located about 1300 
metres above sea level on the slopes of  Bjelašnica, another of  Sarajevo’s 
Olympic mountains. Twenty years ago, this village was destroyed by 
the Serbs; the only building left standing was, surprisingly, the mosque. 
Apparently, the Serb commander spared it because, some years before 
the war, his son had been cured by the mosque’s holy man.

INTO THE BLIZZARD
Our original plan was to climb to the rocky summit of  Crveni Kuk from 
here, but, taking the unprecedented depth of  snow into consideration, 
Samer and Lorenc downgrade our destination to the open plateau above 
the village. We set off  under blue skies, the first of  the trip, but it wasn’t 
long before it’s snowing again – and, this time, it’s windy too. Less than an 
hour from the village, we are in white-out conditions. In danger of  losing 
sight of  each other, we huddle together beside a tiny wooden hut, wiping 
snow from our goggles and hurriedly counting bodies to make sure no one 
is missing. “We’re going back,” Samer shouted above the blizzard’s roar, 
pointing back the way we’ve come for those who can’t hear. All round the 
group, heads nod and we hurriedly turn our backs on the tumult. 

Thwarted again, our hearts sink as we return to Umoljani. Back in the 
village, the dozen or so residents who stay up in the mountains all year 
round were trying to return to something resembling normality. Snow, 
several metres deep, is being cleared from roofs. (The previous day in 
Sarajevo, the roof  of  a stadium had collapsed under the weight of  the 
snow. No one had been hurt on that occasion, but people weren’t taking 
any chances.)

Seeing how easily we’re getting around on our snowshoes, two of  
the villagers ask if  we’ll go and check on the elderly residents of  the 
settlement’s most remote home. They haven’t been seen since the 
storm and, although there is smoke coming from their chimney, their 
neighbours are concerned for their well-being. Glad to be of  use after 
our disheartening morning, we stamped and edged our way up to the 
farmhouse. It’s less than one kilometre from the main village, but 
impossible without snowshoes or skis. The front door opens and two 
smiling faces appear. Samer explains our mission, and there is warm 
laughter and joking as we’re invited in for rakija. This time we decline the 
invitation and turn round to follow our trail back to the village.  

It may not have been the trip many of  our group had been hoping 
for, but it had been an extraordinary and often dreamlike few days. Never 
before had I witnessed such a winter: to have been out walking for hours 
on end through a world engulfed by such amazing depths of  snow and 
to see how life goes on in such extreme conditions was – probably – a 
once-in-a-lifetime experience. 

WOLVES AND WATERFALLS
One of  the most exciting wildlife moments came as we made our 
way through meadows at the forest edge, returning from a trip to the 
Skakavac waterfall. The 100m-drop had been frozen solid, as immobile, 
it seemed, as the limestone cliff  down which it normally plummets. 
We’d been able to view it only from the upper platform; our attempt to 
descend to a lower, closer viewing point was thwarted as we entered a 
steep gully... “Too dangerous,” said Samer, stopping suddenly. “There’s 
a risk of  avalanche up ahead. We’ll have to turn round.” The narrow trail 
proved a good place to put our much-practised step turns to use: turn 
one foot so that it is perpendicular to the other, bring the second foot 
round parallel with it and then repeat to turn in a semi-circle.

As we returned to our base, one of  my companions pointed out 
some tracks in the snow. “That’s a big dog we’re following,” she said. 
“Wolf,” corrected Samer in a matter-of-fact tone. He indicates the size 
of  the print – about 11cm, considerably bigger than a dog’s. The animal 
is also moving in a straight line, he points out, which domesticated dogs 
rarely do for any length of  time. There’s a hushed but tangible sense of  
excitement as we realise the wolf  tracks are going in our direction. We 
followed them silently, hopefully, for several hundred metres. Eventually, 
they swing off  up the hill, while we continue down to a shepherd’s hut.

Surprisingly, the shepherd is in residence, already preparing for the 
spring which he hopes is just around the corner. He invites us all in. 
Fourteen people removing snowshoes in a confined space, walled in by 
snowdrifts, proves to be a messy affair, but we eventually manage it and 
pile into the warm, smoky hut. A throat-searing, plum-based rakija is 
passed round; the less adventurous opt for herbal tea. From some dusty 
corner, a guitar materialised and someone called for folk music. Lorenc 
obliges and the hut is filled with his melancholic renditions of  ancient 
Balkan songs. No one among the British contingent can manage any 
home-grown folk, but a few voices shakily unite for a couple of  Beatles’ 
songs while someone strums the guitar. It seems an unequal exchange 
of  talents, but Lorenc is happy to resume his recital when Lennon and 
McCartney dry up. 

Blue skies in 
Bosnia’s Visocica 
Mountains 

Back to base after a 
day’s snowshoeing 
near Bosnia’s 
Bjelašnica ski resort 

Snowshoes enable 
walkers to stay 
closer to the surface 
of the snow
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ESSENTIAL 
INFORMATION

GETTING THERE: Vivienne Crow 

travelled to Bosnia with adventure tour 

operator Exodus (tel: 0845 287 7578, 

www.exodus.co.uk). The eight-day 

trip, inclusive of flights, costs from 

£999 per person. Croatia Airlines 

(www.croatiaairlines.com) flies from 

London Heathrow to Sarajevo via Zagreb.

 

WHERE TO STAY: The warm and 

friendly Kandilj Pension (tel: +387 33 

572 510, www.kandilj.com) in the 

old part of Sarajevo makes a good 

base for exploring the surrounding 

mountains. Accommodation is simple 

but comfortable and guests also have 

access to a sitting-room with television 

and internet access.

 

CURRENCY: At the time of writing, 

£1 would buy you about 2.5 Bosnian 

convertible marka.

 

LANGUAGE: Bosnian, Croatian and 

Serbian. English is not widely spoken 

outside of Sarajevo.

 

BOOKS: The Bradt guide to Bosnia & 

Herzegovina (£14.99, Tim Clancy) is 

the best general guide to travelling in 

Bosnia. A revised edition (£15.99) is due 

to be published in the spring.

 

MAPS: Freytag & Berndt publishes 

a 1:200,000 road map of Bosnia & 

Herzegovina which has relief shading, 

spot heights and forested areas marked 

on it. National parks and other protected 

areas are also indicated. There are no 

maps of a scale suitable for hikers. 

Anyone venturing into the mountains 

is advised to seek expert local advice 

before setting out. 

 

FURTHER INFORMATION: For 

more information on general travel 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina, visit 

www.sarajevo-travel.ba; for 

specific information on walking 

and other outdoor pursuits, visit 

www.greenvisions.ba.P
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