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known for its stone-roofed houses and 
the fortress that towers over the city, 
is nice for a visit, but I prefer to wander 
the outskirts rather than the tourist cen-
ter. The main road through the valley of 
Gjirokastër is quite busy, but you can 
sometimes avoid it on smaller roads. 
Over a beautiful pass road I crossed the 
hills to go towards the sea coast. On the 
equally busy southern route, I passed 
Syria i Kaltër, “the blue eye”, a source that, 
due to the high pressure with which the 

water rises, forms a water globe 
on a blue lake. Later I would dis-
cover that the northern route, 
which takes you along the wavy 
mountain structure which is so 

characteristic for this area, is much more 
beautiful and almost car-free. In the town 
of Delvinë, where there was also a lot of 
nothing to do, the inhabited world started 
again.
After Sarandë, a coastal town with lots of 
pastel-colored hotels that seem to have 
been designed by a pastry chef, I went 
back up the coastal road. In one of his 
books Frank van Rijn once described this 
road as the most beautiful Mediterranean 
route. He was also right, although the 
road was under construction when I cycled 
there. As a result, I only experienced a few 
pieces of the old version- narrow, with 
crumbly asphalt and naturally merged 
with the lush olive groves. However, the 
widening of the road did not change the 
beauty of the route, which continuously 
offers views of the winding coastal region, 

of that delay, I missed my planned trip 
through the south of Albania.  
The love for the country had grown so 
strong that I returned there only one 
month later. This time I cycled according 
to plan. In an online travelogue by Robert 
van Weperen He considered the river val-
ley of the Devoll the hundred most beau-
tiful kilometers in Europe. He was right. 
Most of the road consisted of macadam 
with good rideability. Halfway, in the nar-
row part of the valley, I pitched my tent. 

Virtually no traffic was left. It was like I 
was sleeping in the lap of Mother Earth.
On the other side of the valley there is the 
town of Maliq, poverty and unemploy-
ment are dripping from the housing blocks 
and abandoned factories. It is precisely in 
these places that people come to me for a 
chat. There may be poverty, but I expe-
rience these contacts as rich events and it 
makes people shine. The conversations 
are usually light-hearted and never have a 
sticky character. They express the curious, 
jovial national character.

Lots of nothing
From Korçë I descended to the south 
along the Greek border, through an excel-
lent variety of landscapes. It is a remote 
area and the villages there are much 
poorer than around Tirana. The road is 
of old asphalt, perfect for 
cyclists, and also very quiet. 
After Leskovik a long descent 
brought me to the valley of 
the Vjosë river. The mountain 
sceneries are breathtaking. 
They have something rough 
and untouched, but also some-
what sweet and fairytale-like. 
Përmet is the most important 
town in the valley, but I was 
more charmed by Këlcyrë, 
a little more to the north, 
where there is nothing to do. 
That “nothing” is exactly what 
I am looking for and what I 
come across in abundance 
in this country. Gjirokastër, 

The cliché of unsafety was stuck in
 my head: how not to get robbed?

ce, but still the cliché of insecurity stuck in 
my head: how do I not get robbed?  
I didn’t have Albanian money yet and I 
thought to be smart. I went for a cup of 
coffee at a gas station and paid with ten 
euros. But the manager did not accept 
any money. “Welcome to Albania”, he 
said with a big smile. The same thing 
happened when entering Tirana. In a bar 
I had a coffee and it was impossible to 
pay - an Albanian did. My unwanted pre-
judices gave way to a growing affection. I 
ended up at the Tirana Backpacker Hostel 
and stayed for ten days. Owner Ilir Hysa 
and his team became friends. Because 

n

Albania has a dubious name. It would be full of 
criminals. The few cycling reports which I’d read, 
preparing for my first trip in 2008, were all posi-
tive, not showing a trace of unsafety. Still, it was 
somewhat exciting to enter country.
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Lots of nothing
A love declaration to Albania The ambiance at the border contributed greatly 

to the tension I felt. From Bar, Montenegro, the 
road got more and more narrow. Suddenly a 
huge concrete wall blocked my view. I had to 
drive around that macabre concrete on a dusty 
road. A series of shabby booths with customs 
officers appeared and I had to buy some sort of 
visa for ten euros. Then I drove into the country.

Jovial national character
Children along the road, people on bicycles, 
farmers in the field, many people waved at me. 
Horse-drawn wagons, as well as plows pulled 
by horses, were - and are - a perfectly normal 
scene. You would think that is a lovely experien-
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full of ancient oil pumps. They all produced their own unique 
sound, which put me in the middle of a three-dimensional squeek 
symphony. It was an experience full of melancholy, so different 
from the well lubed Western culture. 
I have made many friendships in Albania over the years and they 
have the effect on me that I always cycling less than planned, 
because I like to be caught by the hospitality that is offered to me. 
But the real inlands beckon, the many areas that - yet - have little 

or no asphalt. I have already explored parts 
of it. I once crossed the mountains that 
separate the south coast from the interior. 
At times i had to guess for the route, becau-
se there were hardly any signs. If they were 
there, they were half rusted. But whenever 
I really didn’t remember, a car or shepherd 
would pop up. In high season I cycled throu-
gh a most beautiful valley for a day and a 
half, without seeing a single tourist. What I 
did see were breathtaking landscapes and 
almost medieval villages.  
This year I went cycling north of Tirana with 
Ilir. Part of the route ran on the SH54, an 
indication for a connecting road. It was the-
refore a road with slightly developed hair-
pin bends and hollowed passages through 
hills. But asphalt, oh no. Despite the mini-
mal packing, it was in part heavy, thumping 
over cobbled roads. It was a fantastic trip, 
through amazingly beautiful landscapes, 
without a trace of tourism. b

where barren mountains tumbles down into the sea.  
North of the resort town Himarë, I visited friend Ilir’s newly 
opened hostel. It is located in the village of Vuno, not directly 
at the coast, so not very attractive for mass tourism. The vil-
lage excels in simplicity and tranquility. The coast has now 
grown full of hotels and many beaches have been upgraded 
with competing sound systems. Pristine beaches are almost 
impossible to find. Fortunately, the high season only lasts a 
few weeks. Before and after, the smaller beaches still offer an 
old-fashioned experience of desolation.

Asphalt, oh no
Earlier this year I cycled the route from the south coast to 
Tirana that I also did ten years ago. First I climbed over a pass 
to the Llogara Natural Park, ascending to a climax at a height 
of a thousand meters, with a view of the entire south coast. 

From Fier I cycled along 
tiny roads along the 
Seman river. Unlike on 
the coast, time has 
stood still here. The 

town of Kuçovë, surrounded by decayed industry, touched 
me. It smelled quite like petroleum, but that didn’t bother me. 
I wandered around the area and came across a vast oil field 

I could find plenty of the 
‘nothing’ I  was looking for
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