War and Peace
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The House of Holy Wars. The Hill of Struggle and Freedom. Belgrade, capital of Serbia, has earned many such names during its long, troubled history. And with the most recent bloody struggles of the 1990s still fresh in people's minds, the city is mainly considered a "destination" by a scattering of European adventure travelers. Yet the cooling of the conflict and the recent election of a liberal, reform-minded president (the nationalist candidate was soundly defeated in June) are changing Belgrade. While still coming to terms with those changes, the city is no more dangerous now than many European cities, and its off-the-radar status is a boon to those willing to abandon the beaten touristic path. 

Belgrade wears its scars like an aging soldier of fortune who strips his sleeves to point out where and how he received each wound. And there have been many: from the third century B.C. through the aftermath of the 1995 NATO air strikes, conservative estimates indicate the city, strategically located at the confluence of the Danube and Sava Rivers, has been destroyed and built anew some 40 times. The result is an architectural patchwork in which Roman ruins mingle with Turkish and Italianate motifs, and Soviet-style apartment buildings press against scattered bursts of new construction. 

The city has changed hands many times since its incarnation as Celtic settlement Singidunum. Occupied by the Romans in the first century A.D. and swallowed up by the Byzantine Empire in 395, it came to be known as the White City ("belo" meaning "white" in Serbian, "grad" meaning "city") owing to the color of the stone used in its construction. The Serb capital as of 1403, it remained so until conquered by the Turks in 1521. Some 300 years of Ottoman rule followed, until the Turks were persuaded to cede control midway through the 19th century. 

Given such a history, it's appropriate that one of Belgrade's focal points is Kalemegdan, a massive fortress overlooking the junction of the rivers whose walls now contain a military museum, a contemporary art museum, a zoo, a small amusement park, and two churches. The city's contested history is demonstrated not only by the military museum's 26,000 artifacts but also by the Shrine of the Birth of the Holy Mother of God. Previously a gunpowder warehouse, it has drawn Serb soldiers to prayer before battle since its conversion in 1867. Ornate, dark, and perfumed with beeswax and incense, like most Serbian Orthodox churches, it also features massive chandeliers made from thousands of bullets, shell casings, and bared sabers. 

The walls of Kalemegdan do offer a vantage point onto another, nonmilitaristic side of Belgrade: its flourishing café culture. Those who work up a thirst walking the ramparts can stop into Oh! Cinema!, a café-bar with views of the rivers. Order a Niksicko pivo (beer), made in the Montenegrin town of Niksic, for a good introduction to Yugoslav brews, and check out the weekend schedule of live music and, in summer, outdoor movies. 

Just off Kneza Mikhaila, a pedestrian zone running from Kalemegdan through Stari Grad (the old city), is Kafana "?" (or, Café "?"), the oldest café-restaurant in Belgrade and recognizable by the large red question mark painted on the lantern over its door. Kneza Mikhaila itself is lined with upscale shops, boutiques, and more cafés, and the surrounding area, one of Belgrade's tonier neighborhoods, is home to several museums. 

At Plato (www.plato.co.yu), an Internet café and bookstore run by Belgrade University's philosophy faculty, there's cheap Internet access and an English guidebook containing a number of walking tours. (Locating a Belgrade guidebook in the States is a difficult task.) 

Nearby, Skadarlija is home to Belgrade's once thriving bohemian quarter, celebrated in song and literature. Today the street is still lined with cozy cafés and restaurants, some of which, like Tri Sesira (Three Hats) and Ima Dana (There Are Days), have been in operation since the late 19th century. At night the streets there are lined with tables, and revelers can hear everything from house music to strolling gypsy and folk musicians. 

Belgrade hardly makes for a brainless vacation, but for a certain type of traveler, it's ideal, a challenge but not a chore. And intrepid visitors will be rewarded with a better understanding of its rich, complex history, its stunning architecture and vistas. Sitting in a sidewalk café on a summer evening, people-watching and eating one of the desserts that have made the Slavic sweet tooth notorious, it's easy to gloat that you've made it before the tourist hordes descend. For the time being, you can enjoy the relative calm and watch modern Belgrade regain its footing, while discovering a place in the heart of Europe where the locals are pleased, even a little surprised, that you've chosen their home for a visit. 

Matt Markovich writes Bottle Rockets for the Bay Guardian's Food and Drink section. This is the second in a series of columns based on his recent travels through Eastern Europe. 

If you go

Read: Brief entries in Lonely Planet's Eastern Europe guide provide logistical details. Belgrade Tourist Guide, by Ljubica Corovic, is an excellent sightseeing companion, with an exhaustive list of interesting sites and architectural and historical information. Brian Hall's The Impossible Country offers a great overview of the region. 

Visit: The Tourist Organization of Belgrade has several locations and offer maps, accommodations advice, and information about the city. www.belgradetourism.org.yu. 

Check out: Go to www.beograd.org.yu, the city's official Web site; web.mit.edu/most/www/ser/belgrade/skadarlija.html, for a brief overview of Skadarlija with links to other Belgrade sites; www.club.co.yu, for nightlife info; and www.mattmarko.com/gallery/belgrade for photos by the author. 

Learn: A rudimentary understanding of the Cyrillic alphabet may make the seemingly interchangeable use of Cyrillic and standard English characters on signs less of a hurdle. However, most people speak decent, if not excellent, English, most menus are available in English, and getting around town is easy, as public transportation maps show line numbers and all sites are marked in English. 

