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Trier is like Disneyland for history buffs

Roman city was
founded by
Augustus Caesar

ANNE Z. COOKE

TRIER, GERMANY — Arriving in
Trier on a dark and moonless
night, was never part of the plan.

Ten days in Germany, three
Rhineland cities, train tickets, ho-
tel reservations: I was organized,
with times, places and a day-by-
day itinerary. But after wasting
more than two hours in the Dus-
seldorf Bahnhof (train station),
searching for misplaced luggage
and missing the early trains to Tri-
er, on the winding Moselle River, I
didn’t board the afternoon local
train until late.

Hurrying down Trier’s main
street at 10 p.m., coaxing my suit-
case over the cobblestones, the
sudden sight of a glowing pink
hulk towering looming up in the
gloom stopped me dead in my
tracks. The ghost of the Roman
Empire, hovering in the night?

Stranger things have happened.

Then I realized it was the Porta
Nigra, Trier’s best preserved Ro-
man ruin, illuminated at night by
spotlights. Massive sandstone
blocks, 30 metres high and twice
as wide, the second century gate is
a UNESCO World Heritage Site,
one of Trier’s nine such Heritage
sites, historic monuments all.

Seen in daylight, the Porta Nigra
is a dirty grey, mottled by 1,800
years of weather, hence the name,
“black gate.” But that first shim-
mering apparition, the gate at
night as it might have looked lit by
Roman torches, made Trier come
alive.

It was early when I returned the
next morning, but groups of tour-
ists were already milling around
in front of the Tourism Office, sip-
ping takeout coffees, perusing
brochures and waiting for their
guides. While they snapped pic-
tures of the Porta Nigra, I went to
the office to pick up a city map and
ask about guided tours.

“We’ve got something for every
age,” said the desk clerk, handing
me a colour brochure. The most
popular tours, she said, were the
afternoon tours to the wineries
and vineyards along the Moselle
River. Some tours went by bus, she
said, or I could go by river boat.

In the meantime, I might want
to try the Roman Ruins tour led by
a centurion in a breast plate and
helmet; or the Toga Tour of Roman
Trier, with guide and visitors clad
in what looked like ribbon-
trimmed sheets. The gladiator-led
adventure to the Amphitheatre,
complete with imagined battle
scenes, seemed designed for kids
with a taste for gore. The “Devil in
Trier” promised a spooky immer-
sion in the Middle Age’s darkest
years. “Beware of witchcraft!” she
advised, smiling.

The tour I picked, walking
through the old town streets,
sounded dry by comparison, but
focused on history, always good
for a warm-up. Meanwhile, the
Chinese tourists taking “selfies”
headed out, making a beeline for a
modest three-story pink house
with a historic marker on the wall,
and a “Euroshop” (a 99 cent store!)
on the ground floor.

“They want to see where Karl
Marx grew up,” said Elke
Schmeier, the group’s guide. “His
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The cloister,now a
garden, links the
Tith C. Romanesque
Cathedral to the
13thC.
Liebfrauenkirche,
(Church of Our
Lady)in Trier,
Germany.

The Porta Nigra
(one of Trier’s
eight UNESCO
World Heritage
sites) is the tallest
Roman gate north
of the Alps,
measuring 98 feet
high, 71feet wide,
and118 feet long.

house and the museum down the
street are the first thing Chinese
tourists ask about,” she said.
“They’re surprised when they
hear that Marx came from a mid-
dle-class family.”

The Chinese weren’t the only
visitors learning something new.
By now, I realized that Trier, the
lively, modern German town, and
Treveris, the Roman city founded
by Augustus Caesar in 17 B.C.,
were one and the same. The differ-
ence was geography.

Trier today sits comfortably in
the midst of Western Europe, min-
utes from Luxembourg and close
to France, all European Union
members. Sharing the euro, the
town’s 105,000 residents share a
regional sensibility with their
neighbours. But Treveris, the cap-
ital of the Roman Empire’s north-
west sector, was an outlier on the
frontier, a bulwark on the border
between civilization and hostile
barbarian hordes.

Still, the Romans built for the
ages, eveninatrackless forest. Tri-
er was surrounded by a defensive
wall and its streets were surveyed
and paved. Residents lived in
modest villas and enjoyed monu-
mental public buildings, with a
temple (later a church), imperial
throne room and a 20,000-seat
amphitheatre for gladiator games.
Two enormous public baths, sup-
plied by six miles of bricked, un-
derground tunnels, boasted heat-
ing, cold and hot clean water and
drains for steam rooms, baths and
massage rooms.

“Look at this Roman cement,”
said Schmeier, tapping the spaces
between bricks in one of the tun-

nels. “Still good since the fourth
century. Now look at the cement in
the restored tunnel over there.
Eroding after 60 years. What does
that tell you?”

As long as Trier was one of
Rome’s capitals, it prospered. But
the town declined after A.D. 316,
when Emperor Constantine II
moved the capital from Rome to
Constantinople (now Istanbul).
Later, after the empire disintegrat-
ed, in 476 or thereabouts, the me-
dieval church ruled the city, grad-
ually ceding control to regional
princes, ambitious power brokers
and eventually to nation states.

But  building continued.
Churches, cathedrals, town halls,
narrow houses, prisons and palac-
es, each squeezed in beside, in
front of, behind and even on top of
older buildings. Roman pedi-
ments and columns gave way to
Romanesque churches, then to
early and late Gothic cathedrals,
followed by Renaissance, ba-
roque, rococo, romantic, neoclas-
sic, art deco and modern
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structures.

Old favourites were saved and
enlarged. War damage was re-
paired. Roman blocks were carted
away and reused, or saved for res-
toration. When the bricks wob-
bled or the paint peeled, the build-
ings were repaired. And the col-
ours! Brick red, candy-land pink,
baby blue, green, white with gold
flourishes, tan with mustard trim,
yellow tweaked with orange, and
white, timber-framed houses with
beams edged in red. Peaked roofs
so steep they must have been a
fashion trend, like a silk tie or 5-
inch spike heels.

In fact, exploring historic Trier
was as entertaining as a Disney-
land tour (excuse me, Trier) is en-
tertaining. The decorative flour-
ishes on facades, doors and win-
dows — swirls, angles, arches, spi-
rals, scrolls, petals and leaves —
were beyond counting, beyond
imagining almost.

Especially intriguing was the
fourth century Constantine Basili-
ca, also brick, an enormous throne

IF YOU GO

STAYING: Highly recommended,
the Hotel Casa Chiara, is on
Engelstrasse 8. Find various prices
and dates at www.casa-chiara.de.
On a quiet street, this excellent
20-room hotel is a15-minute walk
from the Trier train stationand a
convenient five minutes from the
Porta Nigra gate. Modest exterior,
but immaculate rooms, small with
remodelled bathroom, closet, TV,
window that opens, desk, chair, king
bed and down quiilt. Very friendly
manager and reception clerks;
delicious breakfast, with choice of
meat, fruit, eggs, breads, coffee and
tea served in bright, modern room
overlooking open courtyard.
Parking garage at rear.

room, now restored with a cof-
fered ceiling. So broad and tall that
the Porta Nigra could fitinside, the
basilica proved its worth as a Ro-
man hall, church, concert venue
and lately, now thatit’s equipped
with chairs, as a place or tourists
tositand be amazed.

But for real amazement, the Ca-
thedral and Liebfrauenkirche
(church) complex took the gold.
Significant enough to warrant its
own fact-packed tour, the archi-
tecture deserved a close look, with
enough time to see how the col-
umn, windows and side aisles
work together.

The first building on the site was
asquare Roman structure, possi-
bly a palace.

Converted to a “house church,”
it was lengthened at least twice be-
fore the Romanesque Cathedral
was built right on top it, in the 11t
century. In the 13" century the ear-
ly Gothic Liebfrauenkirche was
erected next door, adjoining the
Romanesque cathedral. Today the
two stand as one, sharing a com-
mon walland cloister.

The tour completed, some of us
headed for a favourite local spot,
the Weinstube Kesselstatt. A club-
by hideaway with dark wood pan-
elling and tables, it was a perfect
place to order bratwurst with po-
tatoes and sauerkraut, and a typi-
calwine, a Saar River Riesling.

Afterward, I wandered over to
the10™ century Market Square to
take it all in again, the Gothic,
Classic and baroque buildings
standing cheek by jowl, and in the
middle, the stubby stone cross (in-
stalled in A.D. 958) that identified
the spot as a bishop-licensed mar-
ket. You sold your cabbage and on-
ions hereornotatall.

Five hundred years later, in the
year 1495, the St. Peter Fountain,
the base adorned by four blue and
white, gold-fringed figures, re-
presenting the four virtues, was
installed, adding panache to the
square. It took a while coming, but
here in Trier, it could last forever.
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Inside (Cat ID)
Outside (Cat OG)

$1279
$1541

For more information call:
Amanda Thornton ¢ 1-866-924-2069

Ships Registry: Bahamas & USA. Some restrictions may apply. All prices are in CAD and per person, double occupancy,
taxes and port charges included. TPI TICO # 01576226

SAIL TO STUNNING BERMUDA
NCL Dawn Departing Sept. 2, 2016

7 Nights Bermuda Sailing From Boston, MA
Starting from only $1,279pp CAD
(All port charges and taxes included.)
Transportation included from Hamilton

Outside (Cat OB)
Balcony (Cat BB)

$1660
$1970

R0013458099

'SpecTreks' items must be submitted in writing to SpecTreks:
c/o The Hamilton Spectator, 44 Frid St., Hamilton, ON L8N 3G3
fax at 905-522-1696 or e-mail to bmiller@thespec.com
Deadline: 4:00 p.m. Wednesdays

To advertise in this feature, call Brad 905-526-4610

R0013461121

CAYO COCO, CUBA
Hotel Colonial Cayo Coco ****

3779

+$336 taxes (ATH)

Feb 19, 2016
7 Nights - All Inclusive

VARADERO, CUBA
Mercure Playa De Oro ****

Dec 23, 2015 $
7 Nights - All Inclusive +$390 taxes (SWG)

SANTO DOMINGO, DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

Emotions Beach Resort ****Plus

+$460 taxes (SWG)

Jan 15, 2016
7 Nights - All Inclusive

Talk to an expert
today!

All prices are per person based on double occupancy for 7 nights on all inclusive vacations, European plan vacations or cruise vacation (unless otherwise specified) and were available at the time of printing. Packages and at the above prices are
limited and subject to change without prior notice. For flights advertised above (if applicable): Prices are subject to availability and were available at the time of ad creation. Applicable to new bookings only. Transportation taxes & related fees shown
must be pre-paid. Applicable local taxes payable in destination are extra. For full terms and conditions visit SellOffVacations.com or call 1-877-SellOff (735-5633). While all reasonable efforts are taken to ensure the accuracy of the information in the ad,
SellOffVacations.com accepts no responsibility for actions, errors and omissions arising from the reader’s use of this information howsoever caused. SellOffVacations.com, a division of Sunwing Vacations Inc., 27 Fasken Drive, Toronto, Ontario Canada
MIW 1KB. TICO Reg. # 4276176 British Columbia license #39606 Quebec Permit # 702928

BOOK YOUR VACATION TODAY!
#20-989 Fennell Ave. East

VACATION PACKAGES CRUISES

MSC OPERA
7 Nights Cuba & Caribbean Cruise

Jan 05, 12, 19, 26, 2016
Interior Bella

3595

Air from Toronto to Miami, FL 4 5480 taxes (SWG)

MSC DIVINA
7 Nights Eastern Caribbean Cruise

Dec 19, 2015*
Inside Fantastica

Air from Toronto to Miami, FL S
*Christmas Sailing + $668 taxes (SWG)

Q

cubanacan

G R U

HAVANA, CUBA
Hotel Tropicoco **

P O

Dec 02, 2015 $
7 Nights - All Inclusive +$390 taxes (SWG)

VARADERO, CUBA
Brisas Del Caribe ***Plus

3445

+$390 taxes (SWG)

Nov 11, 2015
7 Nights - All Inclusive

(905)575-7031




