REGENSBURG GOLD
What was it about Regensburg that so endeared it to me? Was it the 

way the afternoon light gilded the Danube and made the soft medieval colors 

of the old houses glow? Was it the eternal river, flowing like silk, here reaching 

its northernmost point? 

The Romans built here, in 179AD. They stood on this very spot and watched 

the river flow south and east to more civilized lands. To reach the Bischofshof, 

the old residence of the Bishop of Regensburg in the shadow of the Gothic 

cathedral, one walks through the original Porta Pretoria, the north gate of 

the Roman castell.

It wasn't a safe place in Roman times. It was the frontier, like the Wild West, 

only the „Indians“ were stronger. They forced the Romans to build a long, east-

west wall, the Limes, to keep them out, and the north belonged to the 

Germanic tribes from then on. It's easy to overlook the Roman stones 

incorporated into later buildings, but once you notice them, you see them 

everywhere. Houses in the Old Town have Roman cellars, and one of them has 

a restaurant. It's an evening's pleasure to sit under the vaulted ceiling with a 

fine meal and a glass of Rhein wine. The glass is hefty and has a stubby green 

base. There are candles on the white tablecloths, and the sound of muted 

conversation.

But in summer the sidewalk cafes and beer gardens reign. Few pastimes are 

more enjoyable than sitting by the Danube on a sunny day with a liter of the 

world's best beer and nothing to do. Baroque white clouds drift aloft in a 

Bavarian blue sky. From the Old Town one can walk across the Eiserner Steg, a 

handy pedestrian bridge, and descend the stone steps to the Goldene Ente, the 

oldest Gasthaus in Regensburg. Huge old chestnut trees shade the beer 

garden. Walking from the taproom toward the WC you cross a threshold with a 

granite stone. It has been worn into a deep, broad U-shape. How many feet 

have passed through this doorway? 

The Stone Bridge has spanned the Danube for 900 years. It's been renovated 

recently: smooth wheelchair-friendly paving and a new balustrade made of 

Flössenburg granite. Flössenburg, where the concentration camp was, with its 

90 satellite camps. One of them was in Regensburg.

The Nazi time is never far away in Germany. The word for history, 

„Geschichte“, contains the word for layer, stratum. History isn't longitudinal, 

it's vertical. Layer upon layer, right under your feet. With only a little effort you 

can tune into it, feel the joy, the pain, the stoic indifference. Or, in the case of 

Regensburg, the history is still there, right in front of you. One of the main 

administrative buildings is right across the street from the grim police 

headquarters. On warm days the office workers had to close the windows to 

keep out the screams coming from the Gestapo jail. But what about the 

completely intact Renaissance torture chamber underneath the Rathaus, a  

place that still energetically stinks of evil? Only the passage of time, a few  

more layers troweled on, makes the difference.

It's more usual to enjoy the present, something animals do naturally but humans must make an effort to achieve. The Old Town can provide serendipitous discoveries of crooked narrow streets, interesting squares, shortcut alleys and passages, hidden courtyards, cobblestone paving (forget the high heels), glorious medieval stone houses and Italianate towers. 

Just outside the Old Town, beyond the Jakobstor, the old city gate, is the 

Dörnberg Park. It used to be the private garden of a villa owner. But for a long 

time now, it has been a public contemplative oasis. There used to be 

magnificent old spreading beeches here, and one of them was the only tree 

that ever hugged me back. I felt it quite clearly, a pressure around my body 

exactly like a hug.

I wish I could give this whole old city a hug, to thank it for all the golden 

memories.

