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The hotel to match Korcul

a’s rich past

At lastthe capital of the charming Croatianisland has ahotel worthy of its beautiful streets and stunning setting. Killian Fox checksin

ince the Greeks started flocking

here in the sixth century BC, the

island of Korcula has been one

of the hottest destinations on the

Dalmatian coast. Over the years, this pic-

turesque spot midway between Splitand

Dubrovnik has played host to rampag-

ing hordes of Romans, Goths, Slavs and

Austro-Hungarians. For the Venetians,

- who ruled it on and off throughout the

Middle Ages, Korcula was an important
outpost on the spice route.

~ Nowadays, visitors tend to arrive on

enormous cruise liners instead of gal-

leys. Korcula has its share of souvenir

- shops and overpriced restaurants, yet

its vibrant character remains intact and

you can still wander the slender streets

 of the beautiful old town and i
yourself in medieval times.
But for all its heritage and charm, one
. thing Korcula has long lacked is a really
top-notch hotel. That changed this

" summer, when the Lesic-Dimitri Pal-
ace opened in a restored 18th-century

'Lbishop’s palace, right next to the house
‘where Marco Polo is said to have lived.
1t’s the only hotel within the robust walls
of the old town and is staffed by Korcu-~
lanis, born and bred.

Larrived on a breezy summer evening;
 the manager, Toni Lozica, met me at the
- port. We took a left off the seafront and
' upapassageway so narrow I could touch
 both walls. Toni opened an unimposing

‘white door and invited me in.

Every structure in the old town has
older structures beneath it, he told me,
and this palace was built on top of six

 cottages dating from the late 15th cen-
 tury - which explains why it does not
have a grand entrance and asense of uni-
fied space. The current owners, an Eng-
lish-Croatian family with strong links
 to Korcula who spent six years meticu-
lously renovating the palace, were keen
fo retain its composite structure. As a
 result, Lesic-Dimitri is less a hotel than

a series of six self-contained suites. The
bigger ones have kitchens, living rooms,
private courtyards or balconies, and as
many as four bedrooms apiece.

In honourofthe town’s most celebrated
globetrotter, each suite has been named
afterapointon the Marco Polo trail. T had
been assigned to “India”, where the pre-
ponderant colour is white, from the rug-
ged stone floor to the exposed beams. The
feeling that I was in a luxurious beach
resort, emphasised by the Jacuzzi in my
room, was offset by the buzz of conver-
sation coming from the houses packed in
around us, which ITiked.

LS

I barely had time to put my bags down
before Toni whisked me off to his favour-
ite wine bar. The bar, off the tourist beat in
thie new town, is called Vinum Bonum but
everybody knows itas Han's Place. Tables
spillout from a tiny room on to a tiny side

street. Behind the bar stood the grinning
‘Han, who opened a delicious bottle of grk,
awhite grape native to Korcula.

Toni was going into depth on Korcu-
la’s past when he was interrupted by the
sound of the young men at the next table
who had begun to sing. This, it turned
out, was the island’s top klapa group
practising over a few beers.

Klapa, Toni explained, is a local style
of singing derived from Gregorian
chants. The songs are sentimental odes
to homeland and romance, traditionally
performed a cappella. These guys were
clearly the real deal. Only the aroma of
approaching food could distract me from
their melancholy harmonies.

1 had heard horror stories about
Croatian cuisine but, thanks to the hotel's
recommendations, T ate magnificently.
On the terrace of Trattoria Mate, in the
tiny inland town of Pupnat, I feasted on
smoked ham, roasted aubergines and
olives - all home-produced - and, for

Oneofthe suitesatthe Lesic-Dimitri
Palace in Korcula, above.

dessert, asublime rosemary granita. Ata
restaurant called More, near Lumbarda, I
ate fish, a super-fresh St Pierre, while the
water lapped at my feet.

Lesic-Dimitri’s own restaurant will
open next summer, but their wine bar,
on the seafront just below the hotel, isup
and running, with local produce - such
as the wonderful grk they've sourced
from Branko Cebalo, a tiny wine pro-
ducer near Lumbarda - given pride
of place. A spa is also due to open next
year,

On my last afternoon, I went for a
spin on the sleek little sailboat the hotel
reserves for guests. We quickly picked up
wind and I watched the old town grow
distant and thought for a moment about
the centuries of action-packed history
tightly compressed within those sturdy
fortifications. Then I lay back against the
wale with the sun dazzling my eyes and
let the wind take me where it would.

« Croatia Airlines (croatiaairlines.

hr) has return flights from Gatwick to
Dubrovnik from £165. Lesic-Dimitri
Palace (00 385 20 715 560; lesic-dimitri.
com) has doubles from €195 per night.
More information on Korcula at visit
dubrovnik.hr.
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