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RICHARD’S TREK 2013  
B3P(Balkans Peace Park Project) / ’Peaks of the Balkans’ 
Peja – Milishevc – Doberdol - Çerem – Valbona - Thethi
July 8th to July 18th 2013
AS IT HAPPENED!

The intention: to walk/trek the southern stretch of the ‘Peaks of the Balkans’ (PoB) from Milishevc in Kosovo into Albania at Doberdol and finish in Thethi. Richard had not walked between Milishevc and Doberdol, he had heard that Doberdol was the highest and most remote summer shepherds’ village in Albania, so he wanted to go there. The trek could also include the peak Trekufjini/Tromedra 2363m where the three countries of the B3P meet.

The participants:  Richard Hargreaves, Ben Hargreaves (Richard’s son), Lorenzo Brandini (Italy)

Summary:   4 days, distance walked, about 67kms.  Total ascent about 3070m.

Day 1    July 9  

After flying from UK to Milan (Richard) and Spain to Milan (Ben) and overnight in Milan airport they flew by Belleair to Pristina. Taxi into Pristina to meet Ismail Hetemaj of the Ministry of the Environment and Spatial Planning for news of the development of Kosovo’s Bjeshkët e Nemuna National Park which had been signed into law in January 2013. Then taxi back out to the airport to meet Lorenzo flying in from Verona. Taxi all together to Peja to meet Lendita Hyseni of Rugova Experience and to stay in a family home.
Day 2    July 10
Morning visits to Peja Tourist Information to see Virtyt Morina, coordinator for the PoB project, and ERA’s (Environmentally Responsible Action) centre in the restored Haxhi Zeka Mill building, lots of coffee on Dukagjini Hotel terrace, focal point for Peja’s social and business life! Afternoon visit to 12th century Peć Patriarchate  Monastery (Serbian Orthodox) on the way in Fatos’ Landrover up the forest road to a cabin in Milishevc.
Day 3    July 11  

 Backpacking walk from Milishevc to Doberdol on PoB trail.  20km, 9½ hours. Misty weather in the afternoon. Map and compass navigation needed to find Roshkodolit Pass 2258m.  Arrival on Trekufini/Tromedra peak celebrated with some tunes on Richard’s piccolo, including ‘Va pensiero’ from Verdi’s ‘Nabuco’.  Descent to Doberdol  where Pavlin Polia from Thethi was waiting for us with a horse to carry our packs next day.  Accommodation in very basic cabin being built for walkers/trekkers by family in nearby house. They also cooked huge pies for us for supper and breakfast. Colossal rain storm with thunder and lightning as we ate supper. Doberdol is special: a high bowl of green pasture land at 1800m, well above the tree line, ringed by peaks up to 2400m, many flocks of sheep on the hillsides but corralled into byres by the simple stone houses at night, horses only for transport, a way of life long gone from much of Europe but it will change if or when there is jeep track access.
Day 4     July 12 

Doberdol to Çerem  16km, 6 hours.  With a horse carrying our packs, a lovely walk on muddy paths through forest and pasture with a diversion into and out of Montenegro and a final long descent through hay meadows to Çerem. Stayed in the house of Kutjim and his family, whom I had met last year and who welcomed us effusively.  Kutjim is an Albanian border policeman, a useful person to know! 
Day 5     July 13

 Çerem to Valbona on a route round the back of Maja Kolatës.  17km, 7½ hours, the best day for weather and a wonderful walk which also avoids having to use the road between Çerem and Valbona where the walking route has been destroyed by an avalanche. Not on the PoB map. Pavlin had heard of the route but not done it and wanted to try it. Forest path due West, past high village Stanet e Dërzanes to border pillar at Qafa Borit 1850m. 2 hrs. Follow path westwards for 1km through old settlement or military building remains to a metal signpost with indicators in several directions, e.g. Gusinje, Maja Kolatës, etc. Take marked route south to Qafa Preslopi 2039m through rocky outcrops, incredible flowers and snow patches to the col, 1½ hrs, then a long descent 1100m to the Valbona valley with some rough going over avalanche debris near the bottom.  Night stay in very comfortable KolGjoni Guesthouse.  Packs went by road and minibus.
Day 6     July 14  
 
Valbona to Thethi on familiar route over Qafa Valbona 1759m, 14km, 6½ hrs.  Packs went on a horse.  Pavlin took Ben on a high speed and very steep descent from the col direct to his house while Richard and Lorenzo followed the normal route more sedately. 2 nights stay at Pavlin’s family home in Thethi.
Day 7     July 15
‘Rest Day’ in Thethi. Pavlin drove us to near the spring on Qafa e Pejës path. Ben climbed the steep slope left (West) of Maja Arapit, round the back of it and up to the top, 2217m, then down the usual way to Qafa e Pejës. Walk 6 in the gtz Northern Albania Hiking Guide. Lorenzo, a keen caver, went with Richard to find the cave under Maja Arapit and explore the entrance. Bulgarian cavers have been active here for several years, with a base camp in the wood opposite the cave and a further base 3½ hours inside. Then a pleasant walk down the valley which has changed so much since Richard’s first visit in May 2002.  Supper at Pavlin’s was shared with Fatos Lubonja, well known Albanian writer and political analyst, Debora from Italy and Barbara Hausammann, the force behind the gtz Hiking Guide and 1:50,000 map. A great pleasure to meet them.
Day 8     July 16

Drive in Pavlin’s car to Shkodër, past the major road works between Qafa Thorës and Boga in preparation for sealing the road with tarmac. What a change that will bring to Thethi!  Overnight at Kaduku Hotel. In the evening Richard attended a meeting of B3P Albania at the San Francisco Bar/Restaurant. Along with Gill Akhtar from UK who is coordinating this year’s Summer Programme in Thethi.  In the afternoon we met up with Vildan Plepi on leave from his work with a US NGO in Afghanistan. Vildan  had interpreted for us on B3P’s 2003 ‘Inaugural International Cross-Border Trek’ and been introduced to the pleasures of mountain walking then. 

Day 9   July 17

To Tirana by bus from Shkodër. Met by Edmond, Lorenzo’s Albanian caving friend who walked with us to the Backpackers’ Hostel off Rruga Myslym Shyri. This is warmly recommended, a friendly, efficient, clean and popular place for travellers from many countries. Lorenzo left to fly back to Italy. Richard and Ben enjoyed an excellent traditional Albanian supper at the ‘ERA’ restaurant and then an evening of live music at the hostel, with the company of Shpresa Smajli of GIZ in Tirana. Richard earned a free ‘raki’ by playing some UK folk dance tunes on his piccolo.
Day 10  July 18

0430 taxi to the airport for 0600 Belleair flight to London Stansted.
 This was a great trip, quite energetic over 5 active days, through magnificent mountain scenery with spectacular flowers, meeting friends from previous years and making new ones. It was Ben’s first visit to Albania and Lorenzo’s first visit to the Bjeshkët e Namuna mountains, having been on caving trips to Curraj Eperm three times. Richard was just happy to be back yet again and filling in the gaps where he hadn’t been before.  
SPECIAL THANKS for all help in the arrangements for us to:

Lendita Hyseni, Rugova Experience in Peja, Kosova  +37744350511         rugovatour@gmail.com  www.rugovaexperience.org 
Pavlin Polia (Hiking Guide +Tour Designer) in Thethi, Albania +355693016781   pavpolia@gmail.com 

Richard    July 20th  2013
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