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“WALKING in a winter wonder-
land...” is a dream holiday for 
many of us living in hot and 
humid Singapore. 

For me, winter is most desirable 
when packaged with Christmas, 
thanks to carols with words like 
snow and sleigh, and Christmas 
movies with couples skating on 
frozen lakes. 

Last month, I had the opportu-
n ity to travel to Croatia to experi-
ence both winter and Christmas. 

Its capital, Zagreb, is a winner 
of the “Best Christmas Market 
In Europe” award by European 
Best Destinations, a website that 
promotes tourism in Europe. 

Three weeks ago, the city 
won the title for the third year 
running in an online poll in 
which voters from 131 countries 
participated.

I thought Zagreb would have 
just one big Christmas market 
selling handicrafts, food and 
drinks.

But the city dazzled me with 
an assortment of Christmas mar-
kets as well as dozens of festive 
concerts, light displays, winter 
activities and colourful events. 

Traditionally, the Advent season 
starts from the fourth Sunday 
before Christmas until Dec 25, but 
Zagreb’s Advent celebrations go 
on till Jan 7. 

Here are some of the memora-
ble highlights I enjoyed:
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I fl ew from Singapore 
to Zagreb on Turkish 
Airlines via Istanbul. 

It is easy to explore 
Zagreb on foot. If you 
buy the Zagreb Card, 

you can enjoy unlimited rides 
on public transport. During the 
Advent period, public transport 
within the city is free during 
weekends. 

Croatia’s currency is 
kuna. Bring euros there 
to change at any of 

the banks, exchange o�  ces or 
hotel receptions. 

■ Zagreb Card: 
www.zagrebcard.com 
■ Croatian National 

Tourist Board: www.croatia.hr 
■ Zagreb Tourist Board: www.
infozagreb.hr

Christmas in Croatia
Jac Woo is charmed by 
Zagreb’s festive ambience 
during the Advent season

Grič Tunnel 
The most colourful 
Christmas display of 
them all must be this 
hidden gem I found 
inside a 350m-long 
World War II bomb 
shelter in Zagreb’s 
Upper Town.

Grič Tunnel (left), 
which fell into disuse 
after the war, became 
popular after it was 
restored and opened to 
the public in 2016.

Its Advent theme last 
month was “a street 
from Charles Dickens’ 
era”, where some of 
the “houses” on the 
street were “books” by 
authors like Dickens 
and J.R.R. Tolkien.

Angelic voices fi lled 
the tunnel as children’s 
and youth choirs 
serenaded visitors with 
Christmas carols on 
selected evenings.

Ice Park 
King Tomislav Square in Zagreb’s 
Lower Town has been transformed 
into an outdoor ice-skating rink 
every Advent since 2014. 

Covering more than 2,000 sq m, 
the Ice Park (left) includes a main 
ice rink near the 19th-century 
Art Pavilion and skating paths 
meandering through the square. 

It was like watching a free 
ice show as skaters of all ages 
whizzed past me — gracefully or 
animatedly — while the ambience 
was jazzed up by colourful light 
effects and band music.

Zrinjevac Park 
A fairytale-like Advent 
venue is Zrinjevac Park 
(right) in Zagreb’s Lower 
Town, which has over 200 
plane trees illuminated by 
thousands of white lights. 

Its 19th-century 
music pavilion became 
a glittering centrestage, 
where everyone could 
enjoy daily evening 
concerts while unwinding 
over mulled wine (wine 
heated with sugar and 
spices) and local snacks 
like fritule (fritters that 
look like little doughnut 
balls) and piping-hot 
sausages.

I also enjoyed shopping 
at the kiosks selling 
souvenirs designed by 
local artisans.

Lotrščak Tower 
An illuminated Lotrščak Tower 
(right) stands within a “magical 
forest” in Zagreb’s Upper Town. 

This 13th-century fortifi ed 
tower houses a cannon that 
has been fi red daily at noon 
for 140 years.

According to a legend, this 
custom was to commemorate 
a noon day in the past when a 
shot fi red at the Turks across 
the Sava River landed on a 
platter of chicken that was 
being carried to the leader for 
lunch. After that, the Turks 
decided not to attack the city.

Nowadays, the tower is 
a popular attraction for 
those who want to watch the 
cannon fi re its daily shot from 
its top fl oor.

Love in red and white 
At Strossmayer Promenade 
(above) in Zagreb’s Upper Town, 
I saw red and white almost 
everywhere, from the food and 
gift stalls to unusual decorative 
objects like bicycles, hats and 
shoes.

Zagreb is famous for its 
red and white heart-shaped 
souvenirs (left), which originated 
from a brightly coloured heart-
shaped gingerbread cookie 
called the licitar. 

The cookie symbolises 
love and affection and was 
traditionally given to loved ones 
at special occasions. 

Today, this iconic symbol is 
found on all kinds of gift items 
and even logos.

The writer’s trip was organised 
by Turkish Airlines and the 
Croatian National Tourist Board.
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Manduševac Fountain 
During Advent, the Manduševac 
Fountain (above) at Ban Jelačić 
Square was all dressed up like 
an Advent wreath, where one 
candle was lit up every Sunday till 
Christmas Day.

Below this fountain is a natural 
spring with a legend related to the 
name of the city. 

According to the story, a 
thirsty knight asked a young girl, 
Manda, to scoop up some water 
from the spring for him. 

The Croatian word for “to 
scoop up water” is “zagrabiti”, 
which led to the city being 
named Zagreb. 

The spring was called 
Manduševac, after the girl.
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