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BACKGROUND NOTES 

Today in Armchair Travel we will visit cities/places in Europe that may be slightly off the itineraries  
of some tourists. We will visit Sintra and the Douro Valley in Portugal, go via Ghent in Belgium to 
Strasbourg and Colmar in Alsace, cross east to Bern in Switzerland, and finally to Germany to call 
in on Bamberg, Nuremberg, Limburg am der Lahn, and finally Wurzburg.


SINTRA 

Only 40 minutes by train west of Lisbon, Sintra sits on the verdant northern slopes of the granite 
Serra de Sintra, The cooler air of this hilltop town made it a popular retreat for Portuguese royalty 
and the rich and famous, and more recently a pair of ordinary Australian tourists! There are 
wooded ravines, and  the lush growth surrounding  the town, due in part to heavy mists that can 
blanket the area early in the day, and  frequent rain squalls from the nearby Atlantic Ocean. The 
town is a UNESCO World Heritage site (since 1995) 


Sintra is dominated by the sumptuous  Palacio National, parts of which date from about 1385, 
and represent a range of architectural styles, from Moorish tiles to Manueline decoration and 
Gothic battlements. There are enormous kitchens (not producing Nando’s chicken) whose roof 
tapers to two 33 metre high conical chimneys. 

Sitting on top of one of Sintra’s hills is the Castelo dos Mouros, (Castle of the Moors) dating to the 
8th century, with stunning views to the surrounding plains, Lisbon and the Atlantic. 


Perhaps Sintra’s crowing glory is the Palacio da Pena, and surrounding gardens and park. Built in 
the late 19th century by the husband of the young Queen, Maria 2nd, it is an eclectic medley of 
colours (yellow, blue, red) and architectural styles, of which even Disney would be envious.

The town is also home to many ostentatious villas, principal of which is the Quinta da Regaleira, 
an over the top palace built in the late 1880’s, with extensive gardens. Interesting it is, but tasteful 
it is not! (A sort of C19 McMansion).

Close to Sintra , is Monserrate, a large palace begun in the late 18th century, built in Moorish, and 
Italian style, with absolutely magnificent gardens.

 

A fairy land town of immense attraction and hordes of tourists during the day, but peaceful in the 
evenings. 

DOURO VALLEY 

The Douro River is the third longest in the Iberian Peninsula, rising in Spain and emptying 897 
kilometres later into the Atlantic at Foz, a few kilometres west of Porto. (A riot of fun is a trip by an 
ancient tram from Porto to Foz - what a great, and at times white knuckle experience!) 


The Douro Valley is the oldest demarcated wine region in the world, with boundaries demarcated 
in 1756, but grape harvest and wine production date back over 2,000 years. The valley is listed as 
a UNESCO World Heritage site. Until about a century ago the river was untamed, fast flowing and 
unpredictable but a series of 8 dams has made the Douro more benign. Ideal for the almost 
overwhelming number of cruise boats.


The landscape is spectacular, with steep terraces covered with vines, plunging down to the river. 
and dotted with wine producing vineyards called Quinta. 




The area is best know for Port, a sweet wine that has been produced for over 2,000 years.The 
area is dominated by famous Port producers such as Taylor’s, Cockburn, Dow, Sandeman and 
Croft. Many English names, as the English dominated the port trade, although Sandeman has 
reverted to local ownership.The Alto Douro, the heart of port wine grapes, sees placards and 
Quintas with the names of such producers, all along the river.


Until the coming of the railway the wines of the region were shipped to Vila Nova de Gaia ( over 
the river from Porto, and reached by a wonderful walk over the World Heritage Dom Luis 1 Bridge) 
by means of rabelo  boats - a dangerous voyage the could take several days. It was and is at Vila 
Nova that the great Port shipping houses aged the nectar from the valley. A trip on a rabelo, with a 
port or two or three) is now a pleasant way to spend a sunny afternoon.

The railway, from Porto to Tua and Pocinho is surely one of the great railway journeys of 
Europe.The line hugs the river from Regua to Tua with breathtaking vistas of the vine covered 
steep valleys and sparkling river. 


Over the years the popularity of port has declined and increasingly the valley is turning to the 
production of table wines, of generally magnificent quality. Grape varieties unknown to us  include 
Touring Franca and Touring Nacional. Many wines are a blend of up to 4 varieties.


Port  however, continues to be the pride to the region.There are several types or styles of Port:


Vintage: Made from the best grapes grown in a single year. Not every year is declared a Vintage, 
and declaration is the sign of an outstanding harvest. The wine is kept in wood for 2 years then 
bottled unfiltered. Great Vintages can keep for decades, but not long after opened!

Late Bottled Vintage : A relative newcomer, the wine remains in wood for up to 6 years, then 
bottled, to produce a lighter wine.

Ruby: Aged for no more than 3 years in barrels or stainless steel vats. Meant to be drunk young, 
and not stored. 

Tawny: Aged in smaller barrels. The age statement on a bottle reflects the average age or year of 
the grapes used. 

White Port: Bottled young and made from a variety of white grapes. Best served chilled and in 
generous and enjoyable quantities before or after a meal.


Finally,  because the Douro consists of steep terraced vineyards, mechanisation is well nigh 
impossible. Harvest is backbreaking manual labour over 6 weeks from early September. Much of 
the harvest is still crushed the traditional way - under the feet of local workers! This ensures that 
the seeds do not get crushed.


And so to Belgium and:


GHENT 

Midway between Brussels and Bruges is Ghent (aka Gand or Gent), one of Belgiums oldest cities, 
dating from the 9th Century. It is the historic capital of Flanders and lies at the junction of the Lys 
and Scheldt Rivers. It grew rapidly after the 12th century, became one of the largest towns in 
Northern Europe with astonishing prosperity based upon the manufacture of cloth. Luxury cloth 
made from English wool was famous throughout Europe.

Decline began in the 16th century during the rebellions against Spanish Habsburg rule, and the 
demise of the cloth industry which could no longer compete with British cloth manufacturers. In 
more recent times Ghent has become an important industrial centre specialising in oil refining, 
chemicals and light machinery. 

Despite 20th century industrialisation Ghent retains many traces of its former grandeur, more so 
than any Belgian city except Bruges. That said, Ghent does not have the sheer joy of Bruges, 
fascinating as it is.


The city centre is dominated by 4 great features - First is the imposing and daunting feudal castle, 
the Gravensteen which dates from 1180, having a great keep and thick  walls as well as an 
impressive moat. Then there are 3 imposing towers in Ghent - the Belfort (or Bell Tower) dating 



from the 14th Century, the great Gothic Cathedral of St Bavo and the medieval church of St 
Nicholas. In addition is the flamboyant gothic style town hall, Ghent also has many large public 
squares as well as pleasant canal side settings, and medieval merchant houses and warehouses.  


Undoubtedly however the city’s crowning glory is The Ghent Altarpiece, or Hubert and Jan van 
Eyck’s polyptych The Adoration of the Mystic Lamb, dating from 1432. It is housed in all its 
glory in St Bavo’s Cathedral. It is easy to argue that it is perhaps the most influential painting ever 
made. It was the world’s FIRST major oil painting and is laced with Catholic mysticism. 


The painting itself has had an incredible history - almost destroyed by fire, nearly burned by 
rioting Calvanists, forged, pillaged, then stolen by Napoleon, sold by a renegade cleric and stolen 
repeatedly during the Second World War and finally rescued by “The Monuments Men” from a salt 
mine in Austria! This was THE art work the Nazis were determined to steal - Goring wanted it for 
his private collection whilst Hitler wanted it as the centrepiece of his planned museum in Linz, in 
Austria. Finally in 1934 one of its 12 panels was stolen and only part returned (A detective still 
works on the case!)


To view the Altarpiece is indeed a great experience.


Next to Switzerland and: 


BERN 

With a picturesque setting on the River Aare, arcaded buildings and cobbled streets in the 
medieval heart, Bern is a most attractive historic town. 


It lies on a narrow elevated spit of land set in a sharp steep banked bend of the cold, fast flowing 
Aare.  ( A popular pastime for the young and restless is to dive into the river and let the flow carry 
you on a wild ride around a great bend in the river. Not for the sensible or faint hearted). Founded 
in 1191 it joined the Swiss Confederation in 1353, and is today the Capital. In 1405 a fire 
destroyed much of the town, which was then rebuilt in stone and the appearance of the beautiful  
historic Old Town largely dates from then. It is a UNESCO World Heritage site. Much of the 
architecture dates from the medieval times. Arcades line both sides of every street in the Old 
Town. To add to the charm most of the area is traffic free, with just pedestrians and public 
transport - mainly trams. 


Highlights of Bern ( apart from the magnificent Rosti ) include:  The Zytglogge  or Clock Tower, 
rebuilt after the 1405 fire, in stone. A new clock mechanism was installed in 1530 and still 
functions today, with most of its original parts. On the east face is an intricate astronomical and 
astrological device. Fountains  of which there are 11, are ornamental and colourful with mounted 
figures, and line Kramgasse, some fountains dating back to 1545. There are also several 
oversized figures mounted on pedestals above the arcades indicating the location of Craft 
Guilds.The Munster or Cathedral dates from 1421 and is a Gothic masterpiece. Its feathery tower 
and spire is the highest in Switzerland. Away from the Old Town and over the Aare is the 
Rosengarten or Rose Garden with over 200 types of rose and superb views of the city.


Outside the city can be found Zentrum Paul Klee, opened in 2005 to showcase the work of 
Switzerland’s most famous artist- Paul Klee. . The building is particularly striking , with a steel roof 
that undulates in three  fluid graceful waves.The gallery holds over 4,000 works of the artist


At  49 Kramgasse,  between 1903 and 1905 lived a German emigre who worked in the local 
Patent Office as a Patent Examiner, Class Three. The work may have been fulfilling but gave the 
Examiner time in the evening to indulge in his interest in Physics. In 1905 he published 4 
groundbreaking papers relating to physics and developed a formula - E= MC2. He was awarded 
the Nobel Prize for Physics in 1921. Yes - Albert Einstein.The Einstein - Haus contains a small 
Apartment recreating the living conditions of the great man and his wife.




Next to Alsace:


STRASBOURG 

Situated a mere 4 km from the Rhine and the Franco - German border ls the ancient city of 
Strasbourg, in the historic region of Alsace, and the Grande Est region of France. (Generally the 
locals regard themselves as Alsatians rather than French, and the city is bi-lingual French and 
German)


The greater city has a population of almost 1 million, and has a long and proud  if not turbulent 
history. First mention of Strasbourg, or Argentoratum was in 12BCE, as a Roman camp. Between 
362 and 1262 the city was ruled by the Bishops of Strasbourg, but an uprising in 1262 led to the 
creation of a free Imperial City, It became French (under Louis X1V - the first  Sun King - not 
Rupert Murdoch, a later Sun King) but during the Franco- Prussian War of 1870-1 it became 
German and remained so until 1918 when it reverted to France. It became German again from 
1940 to 1944, when it again became a French city.


In all of this Strasbourg has experienced the 1349 Strasbourg Massacre, a plague in 1518, the 
Reign of Terror during the French Revolution (1793) Nazi atrocities and RAF and USAAF bombing 
in 1940-44. On the other hand the worlds first newspaper was printed here in 1605 (Rupert 
again?) as a first centre of printing under Gutenberg, and in 1792 it was here that Claude-Joseph 
Rouget de Lisle composed an anthem that became known as “La Marseillaise”


The city is traversed by the Ill River which divides and surrounds the Grand Ile (Big Island) on 
which the old town and most of the famous buildings are situated. The island is designated a 
UNESCO World Heritage site. Undoubtedly the crowing glory is the magnificent 11th - 15th 
century Cathedral of Notre Dame, built of red Vosges sandstone. It has a variety of styles and a 
single 15th century spire. The city has many other notable churches. 

Other medieval /early modern highlights include several well preserved old streets with wooden 
colourful half timbered house and picturesque canals

There are many bridges including the medieval and four towered Ponts Couverts and the Barrage 
Vauban, part of 17th century fortifications. 


Strasbourg is a major European Union centre. Here is located the European Parliament, the 
Council of Europe, and the European Court of Human Rights, all of which occupy striking 20th 
century buildings, in direct contrast to the medieval city. Finally there is the Neustadt or German 
district developed after 1871 in heavy Prussian  “Wilhelmian” style 


A wonderful city to visit.


COLMAR 

The self styled “Wine Capital of Alsace” (nothing wrong with that!) lies about 65km, or half an hour 
by train, south west of Strasbourg. The city is renowned for its well preserved old town, numerous 
architectural landmarks, and museums. 

The town’s origins date back at least as far as the time of Charlemagne (Charles the Great). As 
with so much of Alsace and Lorraine, control of the city changed hands  numerous times. It 
became part of France in 1673 under the Sun King Luis X1V  but was ceded to Germany after the 
Franco-Prussian War of 1871. It returned to France after WW1, annexed by Nazi Germany in 1940 
and returned to France in 1945. 

The city itself has a population of approx 70,000, and was fortunate to be spared the destruction 
and excesses of the French Revolution, and the wars of 1870-1, 1914 -1918 and 1939-45. The 
cityscape of the old town is homogeneous. Particularly attractive is the area known as “Little 
Venice, an area crossed by canals of the River Lauch. 


A pleasant day trip from Strasbourg.




And finally to Germany:


BAMBERG 

Located in Northern Franconia (North Bavaria) and only 30 minutes north of Nuremberg is 
Bamberg, one of the best preserved cities in Germany. Dating from the 9th Century, it was until 
1802 an independent Catholic Prince-Bishopric within the Holy Roman Empire. By miracles the 
city avoided the wholesale destructions of the terrible 30 Years War, and more recently WW2. It 
preserves a a wonderfully complete historic townscape, the absolute highlight of which is the old 
Rathaus (Town Hall) on an island in the River Regnitz. Since 1993 the entire historic centre has 
been a UNESO World Heritage site. Other highlights include the Alte Hofhaltung, a rambling 
collection of 15th Century half timbered houses, the Neue Residenz, the Cathedral and Monastery 
of St Michael.


Bamberg is also noted for the number of small local brewers who prefer to brew local beer in a 
local style for local customers. None of this mass produced Becks! At least a dozen local brewers 
thrive. The most famous is a town centre brewpub which produces a highly  individual beer - 
“Schlenkerla Rauchbier” a dark, rich, smokey porter style beer. It could perhaps best be 
described as a Guinness smoked gently for several hours alongside an aged Spanish ham! A 
delicious drop - we can attest to that!


NUREMBERG 

Just over an hour north of Munich by ICE (Inter City Express) lies the city of Nuremberg, and 
probably nowhere in Germany does a city epitomise the highs and lows of German history. 

From 1050 until 1571 the free Imperial City of Nuremberg was the site of the Imperial Diet, or 
Reichstag of the Holy Roman Empire, thus making it the nearest thing to an Imperial capital. After 
the Diets were discontinued the city prospered to some extent from the artisan skills of its 
population, but overall decline set in and the medieval masterpieces of architecture remained 
untouched as “updating and renovation “ was unaffordable, but occurred in other German cities.


This came to an end in the 1930’s when the Nazis purloined the medieval credentials of 
Nuremberg in an endeavour to lend credibility to the regime. Sadly this beautiful city will be 
forever associated with the Nazi movement, even more so than Munich. The Nazi rallies, the 
Nuremberg laws and the post war Nuremberg trials will forever remind  the city of the Nazi 
association.


There was terrible destruction during WW2, but thankfully much has been rebuilt in the old style 
and the city remains convincingly medieval.


The city has many highlights, including the Hauptmarkt, featuring the Frauenhirche, the Schooner 
Brunnen( Beautiful) fountain, and the site of the world famous Christkindlemarkt. Two almost 
identical churches dominate the old city - the Sebalduskirche and Lorenzkirche. 

Towering above all is the Kaiserburg, an 11th Century fortress, whilst some of the city walls 
remain intact. Just below the castle is the Albrecht Durer Haus, the 15th century half timbered 
house of the great artist. 


Just away from the delights of the medieval city lie two sad reminders of Nuremberg in the 20th 
century. It is to the great credit of the city that it handles the terrible Nazi legacy with great 
sensitivity. To the north of the Altstadt lies the Justizplatz, scene of the post war Nuremberg trials, 
with a reconstruction of Courtroom 600 where the trials were conducted.

To the south can be found the “ Dokumentationszentrum Reichsparteitagsgelande , a modern 
museum that charts the rise and fall of the Nazi regime. It is done in a confronting and sensitive 
manner, and pulls no punches. Nearby are the partly derelict remains of the infamous Nazi rally 
grounds and Zeppelin Field.




Nuremberg is justly famous for the Nuremberg Sausage. It is a short, thin and spicy delicacy, 
with a 700 year history. It is made of pork meat spiced with marjoram, pepper, salt and ginger, 
encased in the skin of sheep’s intestine. It is a protected delicacy under EU rules and can only be 
manufactured by selected meat processors in Nuremberg. It MUST measure between 7 - 9cm 
and weigh 20 - 25g. Historically it is served on a tin plate with rye bread and sauerkraut (and 
copious quantities of beer)  Generally an order is 6 or perhaps 9 or 12 sausages at a time. Yum!


LIMBURG AM DER LAHN 

The delightful small cathedral city of Limburg lies on the Lahn River, about an hour north of 
Frankfurt. Set on a crag overlooking the River Lahn, the town is dominated by its picturesque 
Dom, or Cathedral. Whilst the Dom and surrounds are the major drawcard the Alstadt, or old 
town, displays considerable beauty. The bridge over the Lahn dates to 14th Century, and the old 
town is a maze of tall half timbered gabled medieval houses, many sagging alarmingly!.Several 
date to the 13th Century, the oldest dating to 1250. A feature is the red colour of many of the 
buildings.


A pleasant diversion from the glass towers of Frankfurt, and more than sufficient to take your 
mind off the nightmare that is Frankfurt Airport!


WURZBURG 

Situated on the Main River, Wurzburg lies equidistant (by Train) from Frankfurt to the North West 
and Nuremberg to the South East. 

Set amongst vine covered hills the city marks the start of the “Romantic Road’ that heads south 
to the Alps.The setting of the city is picturesque, with many architectural gems and of course fine 
white wines. (We can attest to that!) 


For over 1,000 years the city was dominated by Prince-Bishops who wielded both spiritual (?) and 
temporal power. This was particularly true of two eighteenth century  Prince-Bishops of the luxury 
loving Schornborn dynasty. Their crowing temporal achievement was the Residenz, a magnificent 
palace and now a UNESCO World Heritage site. 


The other crowinng glory of Wurzburg is the Marienberg Fortress which looms high above the city 
on the West bank of the Main. The steep climb through vineyards, even on a very hot day, is worth 
every drop of sweat. The Fortress was the seat of the Prince-Bishops from 1253 until 1719 when 
a move was made to the Residenz.


Other attractions include the Dom (Cathedral) The Neumunster (a baroque facaded church), the 
Rathaus and the Alte Mainbrucke, the old bridge crossing the Main.


Horrendous damage was inflicted upon Wurzburg on March 16, 1945 by RAF air raids. There was 
an enormous fire storm and over 5,000 were killed. The City was dubbed “The Grave on the 
Main”.The city has recovered with remarkable success.


  



