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Castles, castles, castles. My wife’s penchant for castles and, no doubt, the associated ideas of princess-hood had finally led us to a trip to Europe. Ever since we met, I always knew that my wife wanted to be a princess. Not everyone noticed it but I picked up the little nuances like bossing people around (by people I mean me) or being surprised that the house was not cleaned in her absence. I, on the other hand, seemed to have little aspirations\ beyond being the humble peasant perpetually in the service of his queen. Okay, I paint a slightly exaggerated picture, but it will be worth it when my wife reads this and subsequently chases me around the house as I burst out with fits of laughter and hopefully lead us to the bedroom for a cuddle. Fine, maybe my aspirations are higher; buffoonish court jester might fit the bill.
My princess’ penchant for castles came a little later. When my wife, Lauren, was studying visual arts in university she developed a passion, leaning towards obsession, for castles and all the stories that surrounded them. Her medium was printmaking and she commenced her flirtation by painstakingly etching out copper plates that ultimately became prints of castles.
Just listening to my wife explain the process of printmaking is enough for me to slam my head on the desk after my chin slips off my palm as sleep all-to quickly overcomes me. But just etching castles into bits of metal was not enough for her. She then began the tedious task of etching out old English calligraphy onto these plates. If this was not difficult enough for me to grasp she had to etch the calligraphy in backward so that when it came to print the words would be around the right way.
All this effort culminated in her final year exhibition where she produced a collection of prints themed on castles that intermingled fantasy and nonfiction with stories that tempted you to imagine a life within their stone walls.
Just as no true mad scientist is without their Igor, my wife, the artist, entrusted me to carry out the more menial tasks involved in the preparation for her ‘Castle Stories’ exhibition. I lumbered about finding material, making frames, gluing my fingers to bits of wood and generally carrying heavy things, all the while making a special note to slobber out “Yes master” at any convenient time.
It was probably this involvement in my wife’s castle exhibit that engendered my affection for castles and the idea of Europe. I, too, was getting carried along on her journey through the fanciful world of castles. Of course the reality of the functional daily life - or struggle if you will - of those who occupy castles was far from our minds. It was the romance of the castle that so stirred our sense of adventure not how some poor sod had to lug the fly-bath of a lavatory bucket down from the tower every day.
The first castle she fell in love with was the famous Neuschwanstein Castle: that grand castle that rests at the feet of the Allgäu Alps along Germany’s southern border. It stands so boldly and unashamedly as a representation of what all castles should aspire to be when they grow up. Today, the castle is probably most famous for the inspiration it gave Walt Disney when he created the fairy tale castles for his theme parks. However, a far more intriguing story emerges when you look into the castles history. This story involves Neuschwanstein’s creator, a mad king hell-bent on designing a castle reinvigorated with all the romantic bits of the castles of yore. Neuschwanstein was to be the castle of castles no matter the cost. However, the cost ended up being the king’s life.
I wanted to find out more about this king and his castle but I could not justify an expensive air ticket from our home in Japan to Germany for a couple of days at a castle, although my wife certainly could. I had to think of a good number of other excuses for my wife and I to go to Germany, and I don’t think that I could persuade my wife that meeting buxom milkmaids would be a particularly winning incentive.
I spent hours searching the internet, reading comments from travelers and sifting through the rubbish of tourism websites. I was getting particularly frustrated by the tripe from tourism websites. Most of these sites just seemed to be an endless display of marketing rip-offs which led to über tourist traps, long queues and empty pockets.
Finally I came across an excuse that justified our flight to Germany. I had stumbled across a tourist route that ran from Würzburg on the river Main and meandered its way south through medieval towns and rolling country meadows until finally reaching the town of Füssen. Lying at the base of the Allgäu Alps, Fussen is the home of Neuschwanstein Castle.
The name of the route was the Romantische Strasse or Romantic Road. From what I could tell, the Romantic Road was a term created by travel agents in the 1950’s to describe a 350-kilometer route traversing through cities, towns and hamlets that have an un-spoilt architectural quality that could be described as ‘distinctly German’. The German part of my heritage is rolling its eyes at the cliché but the rest of me is quite content with the whole gingerbread-house stereotype.
However, the most important piece of information that led me and my wife to decide on this trip was that the route took us past dozens of castles and palaces. It would be like a gradual crescendo to the ultimate climax, Neuschwanstein.
I was also excited about the food and drink that we would be experiencing along the way. Germany doesn’t have much of a reputation as a culinary hub. My first thought of Germany’s gastronomic culture conjured up images of tubes of salt, fat and curry powder that could roughly be described as sausage; sauerkraut (what I believed to be basically rotting cabbage); and enormous jugs…of beer. The lattermost I was quite happy about. But the more I researched, the more I was pleased to find that Western Germany, within which our Romantic Road traveled, was a bastion of culinary delicacies. Perhaps it was neighboring France’s influence, but this area has a history of producing fine breads, cheeses, untainted by pasteurization, and exceptional processed meats.
The more I looked into it, the more I realized that the food was going to be as exciting a part of the trip as the castles would be. Before researching for this trip I didn’t realize that Germany boasted over 1000 different types of world-renowned sausage and hundreds of different breads. The breads were going to be of particular interest to me because I had just begun to make my own sourdough breads and I wanted to know how my breads compared to the real deal.
Western Germany also boasts loads of cultural treats distinctly unique to the Bavarian and Franconia regions. My taste buds were piqued when I learned of the likes of Späetzle, a type of pasta, or sweets like Schneeballen, a biscuity ball powdered with sugar cinnamon or dipped in chocolate. I had also read of the different ways they prepared game for the dinner plate and was looking forward to a taste of rabbit, suckling wild boar and goose.
Sobriety promised to be a problem too. Our guide books had assured us of at least one brewery in every town we visited. Up until recently, the Germans made their beer based on a strict law called the Reinheitsgebot, or the German Purity Law, which restricted the manufacture of beer to three core ingredients, water, barley and hops (the function of yeast had not been discovered at this time). Nevertheless the variety of beers that these German brewers manufactured was staggering. While the Purity Law is no longer in place today many breweries still follow its strict tenet. From my experience of living near a microbrewery I knew that the best beers always came from these smaller operators and I was looking forward to imbibing their offerings.
Wine, in the Franconia and Bavarian regions we would travel along, was also something we were looking forward to. Probably the most famous of Franconia wines is the Riesling. Their Riesling is somewhat sweeter than their French counterparts. Traditionally, this was because their grapes were left to hang on the vine a little longer before picking which created a wine called a Spätlese and if the grapes were left until the first frosts then a very fresh sweet wine was formed, called Eiswein. This suited my wife’s sweet tooth and preference for white wine.
We planned to travel during our next set of holidays over the Christmas break. We had had our first all-too-brief white Christmas in Japan the previous year, and we were excited about the prospect of having a real European Christmas. Though I was a little hazy on the facts of what a real Europe would look like, I did imagine it to be snowy, with a real Christmas tree of Silver Fir, spiced wine and tummy-warming food. My wife also assured me that it should also include plenty of wood-carved Christmas ornaments and blown-glass baubles. This of course would also mean that a European Christmas also comprised of an extra suitcase to carry back said trinkets.
Because we were living in Japan, our journey would begin with a flight from Tokyo’s Narita Airport, a transfer via Paris and then to the home of the Euro, Frankfurt. We would pick up a car in a town near Frankfurt called Aschaffenburg and then drive to Würzburg for their famous Christmas markets. Next, we will travel onwards to Bad Mergentheim where we had arranged accommodation for Christmas. Then we would be off to the most famous of Germany’s walled towns, Rothenberg ob de Tauber. From here, we would keep our itinerary flexible for the next few days and find a place to stay in any town that struck our fancy, or would have us for that matter. We would then head down to Füssen for New Years and, of course, see my wife’s dream castle before negotiating the autobahn back to Frankfurt via a stopover in Munich.
We were going to be eating, seeing and living the Romantic Road until our tongues swelled to black, our eyes burst asunder and our livers could serve as a fine substitute for foie gras. As the time dragged ever slower toward our big adventure we imagined enjoying every minute of it.
After an exhausting twelve-and-a-half-hour journey from Tokyo, we arrived in Paris’ Charles De Gaulle Airport. I unfolded my 192 centimeter lankiness from my seat after having performed several yogic feats of contortion during the flight.
I swear economy-class seating was never designed for tall people. If I sat normally, my knees would touch the chair in front, and if the person in front wanted to recline their chair then they would be surprised to find my knees uncomfortably placed in their kidneys. I could try and stretch my legs out under the chair in front but I would almost have to dislocate my hips to perform the feat, and then suffer bruised shins from the back of the seat in front. If I had a window seat I could kind of sneak my legs up along the side of the fuselage, or if I had an aisle seat I could stretch my feet out along the aisle and trip over flight hostesses and half-asleep passengers as they made their way by. But hey, it’s only 16 hours of my life right?
We grabbed our cabin luggage and queued up with the other impatient passengers while our plane taxied into our allotted terminal. As the plane's passenger door opened we exhaustedly stumbled out into the rabbit warren of passageways of Charles De Gaulle. Our zombie-like procession somehow lurched its way to immigration and customs, perhaps drawn by the scent of fresh bodies.
As we went through customs in Paris on the way to our connecting flight to, Frankfurt we were greeted by a charming case of indifference from a reclining police officer with a combat-boot-covered foot resting on the customs desk. The boot scoffed at my convict-colony, pasteurized-food-loving, Australian passport. The owner of the foot then glanced up in my direction and flicked my passport at me like a croupier would cards. What, no stamp to say that we had arrived in another country? No visa sticker? Nothing? I was too tired to inquire.
In these sorts of situations, it is deemed appropriate for the intimidator to act as if you do not even exist. However, in the present situation our customs policeman had to at the very least, attempted to fulfill his work requirement by checking that the passport matched the face handing it to him. So, in the end he had to acknowledge my existence, albeit briefly.
In hindsight I did take some satisfaction in breaking his nonchalant façade. Unfortunately, I get a little nervous every time I go through customs and do not know whether to prepare a winning smile for the customs official or to look disinterested in the whole process. In the end I usually achieve a combination of both, which I imagine comes across like a look of constipation. This leads to further embarrassment and awkwardness. Now imagine juggling my well-practiced constipation look and flaying around for my now, airborne passport, and it is no wonder that the customs policeman looked at me like I was subhuman. He had obviously dealt with zombies before.
I collected my passport from where it landed on the floor and met my wife on the other side. She was looking as tired as I was, and we really didn’t have much of an idea where we were going. I checked my watch and fifteen minutes of the hour we needed to transfer between flights had already gone by. Scanning around in dazed confusion we found what may or may not have been the right exit for us to get to our connecting flight. Meanwhile my wife had made a beeline for a terminal map. She pointed to where we were and where we had to get to. In my drowsy state it really did not seem that far away and I heard no complaints from my wife, so we set off for the next terminal, where we were to board our onward flight to Germany.
A couple hundred meters later we had to check another map because our terminal entrance was nowhere in sight. According to this particular map we had only traveled about one-tenth of the way. I checked my watch again and discovered that we only had 35 minutes to get to the terminal check-in, go through the security check-in again and jump on the flight. We had to jog the rest of the way to the terminal with our cabin luggage developing speed wobbles as we went. In my sleepy haze it felt like we walked a couple of kilometers but surely that wasn’t the case.
We had 15 minutes left when we made it to the security check-in for our connecting flight. I managed to notice that some of the people were taking off their bulky boots, so we did the same to our boots in preparation for the metal detector. This was much to the amusement of fellow travelers. I can only imagine Once we got through we ran to our terminal with our laces threatening to trip our way. Our flight was on last call as we handed over our tickets to the steward and made our way onto the flight.
While finding our seats, I overheard a conversation betweeb a French man and a German flight attendant. The man was complaining that his briefcase would not fit in the overhead locker. They spoke in English - probably because each didn't speak the others language. The French man started to raise his voice and began to ram his bag into the other bags already in the locker. The German flight attendant suddenly went from friendly steward to angry school headmaster and proceeded to dress down the French passenger. I was shocked. Lauren was asleep. I am not saying that this was not a well-deserved dressing down. It is just that after living in the forever-apologetic non-confrontational Japan for nearly two years I had somehow become a little bit non-confrontational too, and felt very uncomfortable when there was such direct confrontation.
Before takeoff I was asleep like my wife. Somewhere during the flight I recall being shaken on the shoulder until I woke up while a carelessly mumbled Japanese “sorry” passing my lips. A steward woke me and asked if I wanted coffee. Why I would want coffee if I was sleeping I do not know but after the previous incident with the French man I did not think it wise to bring this to the steward’s attention.
We arrived at the very efficient Frankfurt airport without any problems. We gathered our luggage and then took the train to the city station. The Frankfurt main rail station is an immense building open at one end to allow train access and finishing in an old building. A roof spanned all the platforms to make it look like an enormous aircraft hangar. However, a good look would have to wait for another day. Luckily for us, our hotel was nearby and we would be in our room in half an hour. The only problem was that in competition with my fatigue was the excitement that we had finally made it to Germany. The combination of this excitement and jetlag would make me toss and turn for the rest of the night only to awake in the morning marginally better off than the night before. But there was my first German breakfast ahead of me to look forward to.
Breakfast certainly did not disappoint. Laid out before us was a buffet of various cured sausages, bacon, scrambled eggs, crispy sourdough breads and pungent cheeses you could smell five meters before approaching it. This was what I imagined traditional German fare to be in all its glorious guises; it was utter fatty, filling goodness. I piled my plate with bits of everything. It tasted even better than it smelt.
The cheese was incredible. My favourite was a Jarlsburg that had an aroma so rich and thick that I could taste it even before the cheese touched my tongue. It was startling how different the cheese tasted here compared to Japan and my home country of Australia. I love cheese, but I just could not grasp what all the hype was about European cheeses until I tasted them on that first day in Frankfurt.
Louis Pasteur may well be one of the most despised individuals among cheese aficionados. As his surname suggests, he is the guy who invented pasteurization in 1864, shortly after the discovery of ‘The Germ Theory of Disease’. Prior to that time we really didn’t know what was going on when we got sick.
Pasteur discovered that if you applied heat to liquids over a certain period of time that you would find reduced levels of viruses and bacteria. Yay for Pastuer. This was particularly important when it came to milk because it is an ideal breeding ground for the production of these things due to its high lactose, which is basically a buffet for bacteria. In cows milk, bovine tuberculosis and brucellosis were the main diseases that pasteurization was concerned with. Boo for evil bacteria. Many countries, including Australia and the USA, took it upon themselves to ban the consumption of all raw milk in favour of protecting the consumer from outbreaks of these diseases, viruses and other threatening bacteria that can be found in raw milk. Yay?
So, what’s the problem? Isn’t the government just trying to protect us from potentially fatal disease and bacteria? Well the answer is yes. Okay, the answer is yes with a caveat. You see, not only does pasteurization reduce the level of viruses and bad bacteria it also reduces the level of molds, yeast and good bacteria such as lactobacillus (you know the one that gives your Greek yogurt that tang). Boo. According to the cheese professionals these ‘good’ microorganisms are essential to production of high-quality cheese. These micro-organisms are said to give different cheeses their distinct flavor and aroma. According to the raw-milk cheese advocates; if you were to pasteurize these cheeses, then they would loose all the characteristics that make them unique.
I can certainly testify to the difference in taste of an Australian pasteurized camembert to an un-pasteurized French camembert. While the Australian version has its characteristic gooiness, there is little more to taste but salt and a mild note of milk. Boo to no flavor. Conversely, the French camembert is exploding with nuances depending on the cow the milk came from, what season the cow was milked, the meadow the cow grazed and many other factors. Hurrah.
I can see the pros and cons for both. Yes, un-pasteurized milk can result in an elevated health risk, but with modern farm sanitation and effective livestock testing of these diseases prior to milking the risk is very low. This testing is certainly more expensive than large scale pasteurization but if high-end cheese makers and their consumers are willing the pay the price then they should be allowed to enjoy their un-pasteurized cheese.
Thus ends a rant on cheese.
Back in the breakfast room the smoked bacon was next. It was drier than what I was used to, but there was a far more natural smokiness than its supermarket equivalent, and the buttery white fat melted memorably under my tongue. I later learnt that this was dry-cured bacon rather than the less flavorsome brine cure commonly used by mass producers in most English speaking countries.
I also tried the Braunschweiger which had a rich smoky-smooth texture that was very satisfying. The Braunschweiger is an emulsified pork liver sausage that is spiced and smoked. I was also grateful for the bottomless pot of coffee that helped to fight off the jetlag and get me ready for the day’s travels.
Thoroughly full from breakfast we put on our backpacks and made our way back to Frankfurt central station. We were off to Aschaffenburg to pick up our rental car.
Frankfurt central station is a dead-end stop for Trains. Platforms are banked in a row that runs for about 100 meters. At the end of these tracks is the central station building with is noble brownstone architecture running the length of the platforms. The building is filled with cafes and convenience shops. Jutting out from the station building is a large dome making it look as if the trains are taxied into a giant aircraft hangar. This gives it a feel like one of those places where there is a distinct beginning and end to a journey.
After getting our second-class tickets we jumped on the train. The train journey to Aschaffenburg took us through small clusters of towns with hints of modernity amongst the old post-war brown brick drab. Ice clung to tree branches bereft of leaves and thin lines of icy snow precariously powdered their tops while the sky hung heavy and grey. It reminded me of the old Second World War movies I used to watch when I was a kid. I really can not remember a single movie that occurred during summertime in Europe. I have deep suspicions that the war actually occurred over winter only. Well according to the movies at least. They were all probably off at a beer garden ogling buxom fräulein and drinking themselves numb. Mind you, when I was little I also though that, before the 1940’s, people lived in black and white because that’s what I saw on the television. So I would not take my word for it about the wartime summer reprieve.
Arriving in Aschaffenburg we sort out to find a map. We found an information counter and kindly asked the man behind it if he had a map. His grumbles and stern looks apparently indicated that he was indeed the keeper of the sacred map of Aschaffenburg and if you were to grovel a little more he might feel it within his power to give you one. We groveled a little more and he seemed pleased enough to hand over a map. I found the location of our car hire company and we set off for a kilometer walk through well-maintained industrial-era buildings that this time reminded me more of the works of Dickens.
The friendly guy at the car rental place gave us a blue Toyota four-door hatchback. I trust that my disdain for cars will be evident from my inability to remember its make. You are lucky I did not just say that we were given a car that you could turn on and put stuff in the back of. Gasp away ye rev heads.
I was starting to get nervous about driving by this time, and was impatiently not listening to all the wonderful bells and whistles that featured in the car. To tell you the truth, four things impacted on my nervousness to drive: firstly, I had not driven since I left for Japan with my wife two years previous; secondly, it had been almost four years since I had driven a manual; thirdly, I had never driven on the wrong…erh…right side of the road before; and fourthly, I do not like driving. However, my wife was not up for a pleasurable cycling trip through Germany in the middle of winter, so a rental car would have to be the compromise. The worst thing was that my wife did not have an international driver’s license so I would have to do all the driving for the trip.
But as we said our goodbye’s to the rental car guy and we pulled out of their car yard and onto the freeway, I was pleased to note that I did not stall the car. With butterflies in my stomach I drove out onto the highway towards Würzburg. It was at our first lot of traffic lights that I realized that I did not know how to get to Würzburg. I suggested that we somehow pull over and get our bearings, but my wife was excited to be on the road and suggested we just follow this road and see where it led. Oh how I abuse her confidence in me. Luckily for us we were on the right road and all we had to do was keep following the signs to Würzburg.
We started to leave the industrial area of Ashaffenburg and head on the main part of the freeway. The freeway thinned dramatically as we wound through a small village. My nerves had still not subsided. My wife suddenly screamed and I jumped and head butted the ceiling of the car, swerved a little and accidentally hit the accelerator instead of the brake before recovering enough to find out what the hell just happened. Apparently I had missed hitting a parked car by centimeters. My heart started to pump even more and my nerves were really starting to fray. I must have looked convincingly confident because Lauren was looking at ease as chills of fear coursed in waves over me.
We drove on a little further before I suggested we stop at a picturesque little car park for a rest. In order to get to the car park I managed to do a successfully U-turn on a T-intersection. For a few seconds my confidence began to improve. However, the only flaw in this rather expert piece of driving was that I achieved this turn in the opposite direction to the way a German would drive. Stupid wrong side of the road.
The good news was that I was having a break from driving to get my nerves back, put some colour back into my knuckles and get my heart rate back down. I think my wife also needed a break from my driving by now too.
I had only been on the road twenty minutes.
The remainder of the drive to Würzburg, though tense, was incident-free (well apart from a little fog). We appeared to be winding our way over a mountain range. Snow never ceases to amaze most Australians, and I was even getting confident enough to glance at the snow-dusted mountain forests and enjoy driving through the little villages with their whitewashed wooden walls and dark timber crossbeams.
Würzburg was far more than what we had expected. We drove down a little hill and Würzburg came into full view, the old city resting on the banks of the river Main. To our right we could make out a large castle towering over both town and river. To our left were fields of spindly leafless grapevines in their winter state, but nevertheless a reminder of the region's Franconia wines that we were so eager to try.
You could not tell that this city had been nearly obliterated by Allied bombers during the Second World War. The reconstruction of this town retained its history perfectly. The old part of the city was a rabbit warren of cobbled streets that twisted around various eras of architecture that predated the War. You felt like you were part of the history here minus the filth, disease and high mortality that accompanies all the good bits of history.
Our first goal was to find accommodation. On the way to the information centre we checked out a hotel from the guide book. It was in a little back alley in the old part of town. It was exactly the kind of dinky little guesthouse I had in mind for our stay, but we thought we would ask the tourist information centre for some other places to check out before we settled on this one. From our guide book we knew that tourist information was somewhere in the centre of town. Unfortunately to get to information we had to negotiate our way through the Christmas markets. The feeling was akin to dragging a child through their first toyshop without stopping to look at anything and it was me playing the child. Yep, torture of the worst kind.
Christmas trees were perched everywhere. Baubles, glitter and shiny things of every kind caught our eyes. I could smell the spiced wine stall and my eyes wantonly lingered over the dry smoked hams. Reluctantly, we dragged ourselves to the information centre. It was getting late and we needed to find accommodation. We may have stopped a few times, forgetting our primary objective only to peruse something that caught our eye, but we did eventually manage to get to the tourist information center.
Lauren and I managed to get a list of guesthouses in the area and in our price range, and set off to inspect them. Most were nice little places like the first one we visited but we became increasingly aware that a great majority of the guesthouses would be closed from the 23rd December. This was a completely baffling phenomenon for us to grasp. What guesthouse in their right mind would close doors over the busiest winter period? It seemed ridiculous from our cultural point of view where the dollar trumps family vacation time. But after a while I began to realize that Christmas for a family guesthouse is all-important for the family and that comes first over squeezing out every bit of profit you can for your business over this special time of year.
Finally, we went back to the first guesthouse we found in our guidebook. It was cozy, cheap, had a great pub downstairs and, most importantly, it would be open on the 23rd of December on the condition we would let ourselves out on the morning of the 25th. We checked in for two nights, moved our luggage from the car to the hotel and dashed back to the markets to begin ogling their wares.
The Christmas Markets in Würzburg are very popular among Germans and tourists alike. For the locals, the Christmas Markets are an opportunity for the town's citizens to come together and create and then celebrate an event. This sort of community spirit would be unheard of in Australian suburbia. However, it is these types of events, planned by the community and not some hired traveling fair, which strengthens a town and allows us, the tourist, to see locals chatting, sharing smiles and the occasional glass of spiced Christmas wine.
For me and my wife, the Christmas Markets were a representation of all things Christmas-y. This was the Christmas we were brought up to see, not the ridiculous shorts wearing Santa on a Surfboard with kangaroos instead of reindeer that always finds its way into Australian media around this time of year just to remind us that we are sweating under the shade. When we Aussies grew up, we still had the same winter-time Christmas stories as you Northerhemispherians but we could not actually experience the winter that is so very much a part of our Christmas ideology.
Australians, so desperate to try and relive our Western heritage even attempt to reenact that 'winter' part that is so quintessentially part of the holiday by sometimes having a second Christmas in the mid-winter month of July. We are programmed at an early age to adore all things ‘white Christmas’ but very few of us Aussies will ever have the privilege of experiencing it. However, for these two Aussies, this would be a chance to jump headlong into the region – very broadly Europe – from which the tradition came and experience a ‘proper Christmas’.
The bulk of the Christmas Markets covered the main town square, with the towering gothic chapel of St Mary’s bearing its shadow down over the decorated wooden booths, all trimmed with spruce and radiating a welcoming yellow from dangling Christmas lighting. The Würzburg Christmas market is one of the most famous in Germany. According to my local guidebook, this market had been going on since the early nineteenth century, but you can imagine it going even further back than that.
Artesian craftsmen displayed their hand blown decorations, wood carvings or straw-woven trinkets. Wandering crowds stopped to admire a demonstration of an ornate wooden nutcracker breaking walnuts in its jaw. Children pushed their way to the fronts of toy stalls, their bright eyes reflecting the flashing multi-coloured Christmas lights.
The Christmas larder was on display too. In a few stalls glass displays featured delicious currywursts, liverworsts, mettworst and many other mouth-watering varieties of sausage. The smoked bacon hung in the background, taunting our taste buds as the chilly breeze caught its aroma and carried it towards us to enjoy.
Another food stall paraded different cheeses side by side. Crusty, wrinkly and waxy skins protected massive chunks of European and even locally-produced cheeses. I recognized the Jarlsberg, Edam, Gouda, Tilster and a blue vein Brie, but there were so many other cheeses there that I wish that I had more time to learn about and of course sample. The best part was that most of these cheeses had not been handicapped by pasteurization. From some of the samples I tried I could tell the improvement immediately. These cheeses were so complex in flavor. They spoke of green meadows with hints of wild garlic and in one case a little zesty citrus. Their aromas were not for the faint-hearted and were so penetrating that they became a taste all of their own.
Being dragged away from the food stalls, my wife and I made our way to a large stall in the middle of the market. Crowds of families and friends were huddled together sipping mugs of spiced wine. We had heard of this wine before and sampled the Nordic equivalent, Glogg, with friends in Japan. I could imagine the warm spice-infused wine warming my insides. To us, this seemed like a very Christmas-y thing to do, so we lined up at the stall to get our taste of the action.
The German equivalent to Glogg, Gluhwein, is virtually the same in character. Cinnamon, cloves and sugar are added to red wine and served warm to make a beautifully aromatic, sweet and spicy drink. What we received had some of these elements plus a very strong shot of spirits, which made the drink taste overpoweringly like medicine - and not that good medicine you get these days for kids either. This was that stuff you used to get that caused Mary Poppin’s to sing, “A spoon full of sugar makes the medicine go down”.
This is one of those situations that could have been avoided had I done my homework beforehand and actually Known the name of the drink I wanted -Gluhwein- rather than frantically pointing at the closest vat of red liquid all the while making ‘drink drink yum yum’ gestures to the lady behind the counter.
Of course it was my wife who first realized my mistake after we both nearly spat out our mouthful of anti-Gluhwein on the head of a techno-coloured-beanie-wearing six-year-old. My wife asked me what wine I had chosen and I guiltily pointed at the vat my wine had come from. Wrong, I was informed. We endured our anti-Gluhwein so as not to lose face amongst the crowds of merry drinkers and I endured the stern gaze of my wife because, well, you have to when you are married. At least we were now the proud owners of two ceramic cups with lovely little stamped sides featuring the Würzburg Christmas Markets as a memento of another one of my momentous botch-ups.
Finally having downed our not-so-Christmasy libations, we bagged our new cups still sticky from the drink we had just forcedly ingested and my wife and I split up to do a bit of Christmas shopping for each other. We had given each other twenty minutes to find a present in the vast market. We must have both completed a loop of the markets in different directions before winding up in the same stall catching each other out buying our gifts. We managed to confuse the hell out of the stall keeper because we were trying to hide our presents from each other while lining up at the counter to pay, but a few laughs later and we had out gifts in our bags and were wandering the markets again.
Time for dinner. Of course, our first dinner in Germany had to be traditional German fare. On our way back to our guesthouse we stopped at little pub that fit our image a of traditional German pub and ordered ourselves a Pilsner Beer each. For our meals, my wife ordered a schnitzel and fries and I used my generally effective trick of closing my eyes and making circles in the air with my finger before randomly pointing at the menu. When our meals arrived I was pleased to find a golden-brown crunchy-looking schnitzel in gravy with a side of buttery potatoes with bacon and mushrooms mixed in. Much to my wife’s chagrin my random ordering approach had worked out in my flavor again against her exacting selection technique and her subsequent bland schnitzel with fries. I did let her have some of mine though.
The meals were rich and hearty. The combination of the beers and the food resting heavy on our stomachs reminded us of our jetlag. We slumped in our seats exhausted. It was 6pm. In our defense, it had already been dark for 3 hours.
The combination of jetlag and excitement had me up at 3am. I then proceeded to I toss and turn until I finally annoyed my wife enough to wake her up too. Of course I annoyed her in a very loving way -- smothering her with cuddles and the like seemed to do the trick. Besides, this was our first full day in Würzburg, and we had a lot to see before the day was out.
First on the agenda was the all-important breakfast. Big hearty breakfasts were the theme for this trip and our little guest house did not disappoint. We sat down in a little corner booth of the guesthouse bar for breakfast. Being winter, it was still dark outside, and the warm yellow glow from the dining room lamps was absorbed by the old dark timbers that made up the walls and tables.
Relaxing, I could transport myself back to olden (but in my mind, much cleaner) times where old inns such as these were the status quo. Huddled in their tunics, travelers drank their morning watered mead and ate large chunks of bread with daggers from their belts. The inn keeper’s wife, always sporting an enormous backside over which draped a pleated curtain of a skirt, mixed a cauldron full of stew by the fire. I could imagine a frail old man slouched asleep on a chair by the fire, his shoes off and one gnarly toe poking from a hole in his sock. A dog sat by the old man’s side silently gnawing at a soup bone from the day before.
“Scott.” Oh, I was called Scott back in these times too. Perhaps I was a foreign merchant taking a rest from busy travel. “Scott” -- more insistently this time. Perhaps I was a foreign merchant who had not paid his bill. “Scott.” And this time my name was accompanied by a tap on the arm. I was dragged out of my fantasy by my wife’s calls and into my not so different surroundings.
Replacing the large cheery innkeeper’s wife of my daydream was a rather eager young woman waiting to pour my coffee. My wife informed me that she had been waiting some time for me to ‘come back to planet Earth’ so I could move my arm out of the way in order for my coffee to be poured. The poor girl did not even crack a smile. I would have laughed at me.
Our young waitress anxiously buzzed around laying out our breakfast of cold meat cuts, cheese, bread, steamy bacon and eggs. The waitress hovered around looking at us expectantly hoping everything was okay. My wife and I put on our most approving smiles and thanked her for the beautiful spread of food before us.
As we ate, Lauren and I perused our guide books and planned our day ahead. Before the main attractions were open, we decided to have another look at St Mary’s Chapel before a quick stroll along the old bridge that crossed the river Main. Then it was up to explore the castle on the hill that we had seen the day before as we drove into town. In the afternoon we would then head down to the UNESCO-protected Residenz. If we had any more time we would make another trip back into town to check out what we'd missed the previous afternoon.
We wandered through town to the market square. In one corner of the square rested St Mary’s Chapel, or as the locals call it, Marienkapelle. According to one of my guidebooks, the chapel began construction way back in 1377. My mind wondered over what it would be like to make such a chapel. I wondered if their wooden scaffolding was fastened safely by hemp rope. What tools were they using? How did they support their walls as they were built? How did they get their materials up to the top of the chapel? Where did they get their materials from? Who made those materials? It was time to snap out of it. There is only so far I could go down that particular rabbit hole before I would have had to endure a headache brought on by my own ignorance.
Restored after the Second World War in 1945, St Mary’s Chapel's late-gothic architecture is one of the finest in the country. I found the rusty brown pillars and white walls a strange contrast, and entirely different to what I had imagined a Gothic structure to look like. I guess I imagined a Gothic chapel to be some dark brooding place with gargoyles ominously reaching out from the building. However, my favourite part of the chapel was the great arched entry. The entry started with one great arch that gradually contracted in stages into a large doorway like the lenses in one of those early cameras. The whole effect gave you the feeling that you were stepping through a gateway into a new dimension or a halfway house between earth and the heavens.
It was still too early for the chapel to open so we meandered through the old district of Würzburg until we found the Old Main Bridge, or Alte Mainbrucke. These days the old bridge is used for pedestrian traffic only and for very good reason. The number of tourists on this bridge that would be taken out by a car or tram as they all of a sudden dart out and plonk themselves in the middle of the road and try to take that perfect picture of the bridge would be phenomenal.
The old stone bridge mildly arcs over the fast-flowing Main River. At intervals on either side of the bridge reside life-sized statues of saints, some robed and pious while others were furnished in armor bearing great swords and proudly surveying the land. The statues of the three monks who brought Catholicism to Würzburg -- Kilian, Totnan and Kolonat -- reside here. I would later discover that their sainthood was gained at the loss of their lives.
While the bridge itself is a beauty on its own, there are some exceptional views of the Fortress of Marienberg, the strange garlic-shaped domes atop the palace of Kappele, the old city of Würzburg and the old shipping crane.
On the way back to town we made a quick detour to inspect the old shipping crane, which had a helpful sign telling me that it was built in 1773. The crane appeared as what looked like a stout brick turret. On top of the turret were two great iron arms that counterbalanced each other at either end. From what I could see these crane arms swiveled atop the turret in order to move cargo from the Main River ships to the land. To see this crane loading, swinging and unloading would have made for a dramatic sight.
Having firmly finished speculating over the applications of the crane, we made our way to our rental car. It was time to head to our first major attraction, Marienberg Fortress.
Marienberg Fortress is an immense structure that resides upon a hill across the River Main from the city of Würzburg. It is naturally defended on three sides by the steep slopes upon which it is situated with a thin spur providing its only access road. It commands a spectacular view of the city of Würzburg and its surrounding farms and vineyards.
We took a windy path up to the top of the hill and into Marienberg Fortress. The great wall lorded over us as we approached. Around to the side of the fortress I noticed a parking sign and started to follow the road. A boyish delight filled me as I realized that I would be driving through the gates of the fortress. This felt awesome. I was imaging my self a rich noble of modern days driving into my very own castle. I was getting goose pimples at the very though before coming to terms with my noble vehicle being a humble little hatchback and the other minor fact that this was not my castle.
Marienberg Fortress began its days a stronghold for a Celtic prince before the advent of Christianity, whereupon the fortress then became home to a reign of bishops. In the 17th century Swedes claimed the Fortress and constructed the Baroque styled bastions that are particularly evident in the steep stone faces running from the base of the fortress facing the River Main. During the Napoleonic Wars the castle became a prized spoil and was fought over by both sides.
The air was cold with winters chill and the sky sat heavy in a languid fog. This creamy haze made a ghost of the city and extended to block the view of the epic Residence of the Prince Bishop behind the city of Würzburg. We wandered around this ancient fortress craning our necks to see complex designs along the walls while taking our amateur guesses at the ages of towers and churches. In the centre courtyard I was fascinated by the ancient stone block keep that, to this day, still stands tall in contrast with grey brick walls that make up the rest of the fortress. Another gem in this courtyard was the Renaissance well that was manned by intricately designed Greco-Roman styled sculptures that tempts all types of fantasies.
I gave this fortress a strong nine out of ten on the hide-and-go-seek scale too. There were so many places to run around that, had I been a child and free of my adult inhibitions, I would have been off to explore and hide in corners like a shot.
In need for warmth we made our way to a simple door in the inner courtyard that simply read 'museum'. We entered a large open hall with occasional sculptures sparsely scattered around this open space. In front of us was the reception, with various trinkets and books set to the side. Through the second-floor bay windows to our right, we could see a small display of Renaissance and Baroque art. The museum looked small, but from the items we could see that was on display it looked to be something very special. Plus our feet and hands needed some time to thaw out. We paid our four Euros each, still having not come to grips with the Euro’s fully-inflated value, and proceeded up to the second floor to spend some time with these paintings.
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