
Palagruža, Komiža's Fish er men, and Fish er men's Re gatta

The name Palagruža is as so ci ated not only with the
main is land of the small group of is lands and rocks in the
open sea of mid dle Adri atic but also with a mil len nium
his tory of nav i ga tion across the Adri atic. This is the his -
tory of the strug gle for sur vival of the fish er men from
Komiža (small town on the Is land of Vis, Fig. 1) who
used to fish sar dines in their very spe cial boats built for
fish ing at Palagruža (1).

The Palagruža group of is lands and rocks con sists
of two is lands, Vela (big) and Mala (small) Palagruža,
and 13 rocks (Fig. 2). Al though the Palagruža is nearer
the Ital ian coast and is lands (29 nau ti cal miles [NM] to
Monte Gargano and 21.5 NM to the Is land of Pianosa)
than to the Cro atian coast and is lands (60 NM to Pelješac
and 25 NM to the Is land of Šušac, Fig. 1) it be longs to
Croatia be cause it was tra di tion ally Komiža’s fish ery.

This large area of the open sea in the mid dle Adri atic is
Cro atian ter ri to rial sea (Fig. 1).

From the north, Vela Palagruža looks like a liz ard
(Fig. 3). It is about 1 km long, nar row (max. width is 270
m), and steep is land. On the high est peak (83 m) there is a 
big and very im por tant light house. The is land of Mala
Palagruža is the east ern ex ten sion of Vela Palagruža
and is sur rounded by a num ber of rocks (Fig. 2). There
are only three coves on both is lands, but nei ther is safe
from all winds. Gale force winds, par tic u larly si rocco
(south wind) and storms on Palagruža are very dan ger -
ous. The area of Galiola rock with a num ber of small
hardly vis i ble rocks and shal lows is 3 NM east of
Palagruža.

Palagruža was a very im por tant land mark dur ing
the early years of nav i ga tion, when com pass was un -
known, and when with prim i tive sails any thing but sail -
ing down wind was well-nigh im pos si ble. On a clear day
Palagruža is vis i ble from the Ital ian is lands of Tremiti
and Pianosa, as well as from Cro atian is lands (Sušac,
Vis, and Lastovo). The south side of Palagruža is shel -
tered from bora, a strong north wind (2).

A rich de posit of flint stone tools found on Vela
Palagruža is a proof that stone age men lived there. The
finds of nu mer ous frag ments of fine Greek painted pot -
tery in di cate the im por tance of Palagruža to an cient
Greeks. The name Diomedes is writ ten on one of them,
and there is a hy poth e sis that Palagruža was Diomedes'
is land of an cient time, the place which, by leg end, was
the last ref uge of this Tro jan hero and where a tem ple was 
ded i cated to them. From the re mains of Ro man pe riod
we can as sume that there was a villa there with hot baths,
mo saic floors, col umns, walls with mar ble dec o ra tions
and a big cis tern (3). In the mid dle ages, most ves sels
sail ing across Adri atic fol lowed the line Monte Gargano
– the is land of Tremiti – Palagruža – Sušac – the is land
of Sveti Andrija (St. An drew) to the mid dle Dal ma tian
ports (Fig. 1). This was also the route used by Ben edic -
tine monks, whom the popes sent to spread Chris tian ity
among Croats. They built their mon as ter ies in all these
places, and this route is known as the Ben edic tine route.
Some of the stone frag ment finds in di cate that there was
a Ben edic tine mon as tery on Palagruža, prob a bly built at 
the end of the 8th or be gin ning of the 9th cen tury, and
aban doned in the 12th cen tury (4). 

A very in ter est ing voy age is de scribed in bi og ra phy
of Pope Al ex an der III. In 1177 he un der took a voy age
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Fig ure 1. The map of mid dle Adri atic. Note the re la tions of
Palagruža is land with Komiža at the is land of Vis (ar rows).



with 13 gal le ons from Viesta at Monte Gargano via
Palagruža, Vis, and Zadar to Ven ice where he had ne go -
ti a tions with the Ger man em peror Friedrich II
Barbarossa. He waited for a whole month in Vistra for a
fa vor able a wind and, when they set off, a strong bora
forced them to stop  at Palagruža on 9th March. It was
prob a bly on the south side of Mala Palagruža which is
the best shel ter from bora. The small val ley at Mala
Palagruža is known as the Pope's val ley, rem i nis cent of
that event. The fish er men of fered the Pope a din ner, and
the next day he ar rived in Komiža and con se crated St.
Nicolas church there (5), which is still a fish er men sanc -
tu ary.

Austro-Hungarian ma rine au thor i ties built the
Palagruža light house and it be gan op er at ing on the 25th
Sep tem ber 1875 (6). The orig i nal lens and the clock work 
which turns the lens are still in use to day. In the next year, 
Sir R.F. Bur ton, a fa mous Brit ish ex plorer, lin guist and
ad ven turer (7), and at that time act ing Brit ish coun sel in
Trieste, vis ited Vis and Palagruža with ma rine au thor i -
ties su per vi sors. He is known to pos ter ity as the dis cov -
erer of the lake Tanganyka, and his ad ven tur ous visit to
Mecca, dis guised as an Arab (at that time, no one but
Mus lims was al lowed there un der death pen alty). He also 
trans lated Ara bian Nights into Eng lish. De scribing the
visit to Vis and Palagruža, he gave a po et i cal de scrip tion 
of the is land and the whole some air say ing that sick peo -
ple get better when they come there, and those who work
there do not know what ill ness is (8).

Komiža is fa mous for long stand ing fish ing tra di -
tion. Al though Palagruža is 42 NM south east in the open 
sea (Fig. 1), it was the main fish ery of Komiža's fish er -
men.

The geo graphic re la tion ship be tween Komiža and
Palagruža is op ti mal be cause the steady blow ing mis tral 
is fa vor able for sail ing out and per mits the es cape from
Palagruža in a dan ger ous si rocco.

Komiža's fish er men used a very spe cial boat
“falkuša” (Fig. 4), which was suit able both for open sea
sail ing and costal net fish ing. Falkuša was a slen der,

8-9.5 m long, open ves sel with a sharp fore and aft. She
was fit ted with “falks”, re mov able planks run ning from
stem to stern, which in creased the height of sides by half
a me ter, mak ing it pos si ble the cross the open sea from
Komiža to Palagruža and back. On ar rival to
Palagruža, the fish er men would take the “falks” away,
mak ing her a low fish ing boat. Falkuša had a five mem -
ber crew and was equipped with 4 oars, re mov able mast,
bow sprit, and 120 m2 of sails (Latin sail and gib) (9).

Be tween 50 and 100 “falkuša” ves sels used to fish
near Palagruža, spend ing there three weeks of dark. In
case of si rocco the fish er men had to run their boats
ashore at one of the two Palagruža's beaches, where
there was not enough space for all of them. They also had 
to build pro vi sional bar racks or use caves to store bar rels
of salted sar dines and equip ment.

Who gets the best place at Palagruža was de cided
by fish er men's re gatta (10), which re quired strength, ex -
treme en dur ance and sail ing crafts man ship. It was prob a -
bly the lon gest row ing re gatta in the world, tak ing be -
tween 10 and 15 hours of row ing. When there was a fa -
vor able mis tral, a falkuša could ar rive at Palagruža in 5
hours, with sail ing a speed of more than 8 knots. The re -
gatta win ner was en ti tled to the best place on the
Palagruža beaches, and the other places were taken in
the or der of ar rival. Be cause it was not pos si ble to keep
the boat rid ing on an chor dur ing strong si rocco, the
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Fig ure 3. The view of Palagruža, top: north side; bot tom: south
side (Max Groller, 1896). 

Fig ure 2. The map of Palagruža is lands. 



crews last ar riv ing had to keep row ing their boats for as
long as a few days in the shel ter of the is land.

The fish er men had to take 3 weeks' sup plies. Each
boat took 25 bar rels of salt, 80-100 empty bar rels for salt -
ing sar dines, 5 nets, 4 beams and lift ing tackle for pull ing 
out the boat, kit for mend ing the boat, 2 bar rels of wa ter,
bis cuits, oil, wine, and other pro vi sions. Even fire wood
had to be brought to Palagruža. The only med i cal sup ply 
was 2 kg of rice and some cham o mile, the rem edy in case 
of di ar rhoea.

The last re gatta was held in 1936. Engines and mod -
ern nets have now com pletely changed sar dine fish ing,
and Komiža's fish er men have adapted them selves suc -
cess fully to new fish ing meth ods.

The last falkuša sank dur ing a storm in 1986. Her re -
mains with com plete equip ment can be seen in
Komiža's fish er men mu seum.

Palagruža is now an im por tant well pre served clean 
and quiet nat u ral area, vis ited only by Komiža's fish er -
men in mod ern mo tor boats and with fish ing lines. Un -
for tu nately the Med i ter ra nean Monk Seal which used to
in habit Palagruža sea caves has now dis ap peared (11).

A rep lica of falkuša was built and ex hib ited as an
ex am ple of Cro atian nau ti cal tra di tion at EXPO ’98 in
Lis bon. Now Komiža's youn ger gen er a tion use the boat
to learn sail ing with old rig ging, keep ing alive the mil -
len nium's nau ti cal tra di tion.

Stjepan Gamulin
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Fig ure 4. The ves sel falkuša.


