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Post-Pandemic Travels: Expect a Warm Welcome…and a Few Changes


Research for this guidebook was limited by the COVID-19 outbreak, and the long-term impact of the crisis on our recommended destinations is unclear. Some details in this book will change for post-pandemic travelers. Now more than ever, it’s smart to reconfirm specifics as you plan and travel. As always, you can find major updates at RickSteves.com/update.
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INTRODUCTION


This Snapshot guide, excerpted from my guidebook Rick Steves Germany, introduces you to some of the most romantic and historic parts of Germany—including the medieval walled town of Rothenburg ob der Tauber and the most picturesque stretch of the mighty Rhine River.


In Rothenburg, you can immerse yourself in the Middle Ages. Wander the town’s mysterious and well-preserved ramparts, marvel at its churches’ grand Gothic altarpieces, shudder at its creatively sadistic Medieval Crime and Punishment Museum, and do some of the best souvenir shopping in Germany. With extra time, explore the Romantic Road’s scenic route through the lovely countryside and time-passed towns of Dinkelsbühl and Nördlingen.


Along the Rhine, you can enjoy a self-guided tour of this scenic stretch of river—whether you’re on a speedy train or the deck of a slow steamboat—as you compare stately castles, storybook villages, and silly legends. Listen for the intoxicating songs of the mythical Mädchen at the Loreley cliff. Hike to a pair of the best castles high above the river: the evocative ruins of Rheinfels Castle, and the well-preserved, fully furnished Marksburg Castle.


Then explore the other delights of this region. Würzburg is a university town with an impressive, fun-to-tour Residenz palace (with manicured gardens and a dazzling Rococo chapel), a hilltop fortress, atmospheric wine bars, and a bridge that’s perfect for strolling at sunset. Frankfurt is the country’s bustling banking center, with a skyscraping skyline, giving you a good look at modern Germany. The Mosel River Valley, near the Rhine Valley, harbors wine-loving cobbled towns, such as handy Cochem and tiny, quaint Beilstein. Nestled within a forest is my favorite European castle, Burg Eltz, which feels lived in, because it is. And busy Cologne, on the Rhine River, has a spectacular Gothic cathedral looming over its train station, making it a rewarding, quick stop that’s especially convenient for train travelers.


To help you have the best trip possible, I’ve included the following topics in this book:


• Planning Your Time, with advice on how to make the most of your limited time


• Orientation, including tourist information (abbreviated as TI), tips on public transportation, local tour options, and helpful hints


• Sights, with ratings and strategies for meaningful and efficient visits


• Sleeping and Eating, with good-value recommendations in every price range


• Connections, with tips on trains, buses, and driving


Practicalities, near the end of this book, has information on money, staying connected, hotel reservations, transportation, and other helpful hints, plus German survival phrases.


To travel smartly, read this little book in its entirety before you go. It’s my hope that this guide will make your trip more meaningful and rewarding. Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar.


Gute Reise! Happy travels!
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ROTHENBURG & THE ROMANTIC ROAD


The Romantic Road takes you through Bavaria’s medieval heartland, a route strewn with picturesque villages, farmhouses, onion-domed churches, Baroque palaces, and walled cities. The route, which runs from Würzburg to Füssen, is the most scenic way to connect Frankfurt with Munich. No trains run along the full length of the Romantic Road, but Rothenburg (ROH-tehn-burg), the most interesting town along the way, is easy to reach by rail. Drivers can either zero in on Rothenburg or take some extra time to meander from town to town on the way. For nondrivers, a tour bus travels the Romantic Road once daily in each direction.
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Countless travelers have searched for the elusive “untouristy Rothenburg.” There are many contenders (such as Michelstadt, Miltenberg, Bamberg, Bad Windsheim, and Dinkelsbühl), but none holds a candle to the king of medieval German cuteness. Even with crowds, overpriced souvenirs, Japanese-speaking night watchmen, and, yes, even Schneeballen, Rothenburg is best. Save time and mileage and be satisfied with the winner.
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Rothenburg ob der Tauber



In the Middle Ages, when Berlin and Munich were just wide spots on the road, Rothenburg ob der Tauber was a “free imperial city” beholden only to the Holy Roman Emperor. During Rothenburg’s heyday, from 1150 to 1400, it was a strategic stop on the trade routes between northern and southern Europe. Because of its privileged position, along with the abundant resources of its surrounding countryside (textile-producing sheep and fertile farmlands), Rothenburg thrived. With a whopping population of 6,000, it was one of Germany’s largest towns. But as with many of Europe’s best time-warp towns, Rothenburg’s fortunes tumbled suddenly. (In this case, it was an occupation/ransacking during the Thirty Years’ War, and a plague that followed soon after, that did the town in.) With no money to fix up its antiquated, severely leaning buildings, the town was left to languish in this state. Today, it’s the country’s best-preserved medieval walled town, enjoying tremendous tourist popularity without losing its charm.


Rothenburg’s great trade these days is tourism: Two-thirds of the 2,500 people who live within its walls are employed to serve you. While roughly 2 million people visit each year, most come only on day trips. Rothenburg is yours after dark, when the groups vacate and the town’s floodlit cobbles wring some romance out of any travel partner.


Too often, Rothenburg brings out the shopper in visitors before they’ve had a chance to see the historic town. True, this is a fine place to do your German shopping. But appreciate Rothenburg’s great history and sights, too.


Germany has several towns named Rothenburg, so make sure you’re going to Rothenburg ob der Tauber (not “ob der” any other river); people really do sometimes drive or ride the train to nondescript Rothenburgs by accident.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Rothenburg in one day is easy. If time is short, you can make just a two- to three-hour midday stop in Rothenburg, but the town is really best appreciated after the day-trippers have gone home. Ideally, spend at least one night in Rothenburg (hotels are cheap and good).


With two nights and a full day, you’ll be able to see more than the essentials and actually relax a little. I’d suggest starting your day with my self-guided town walk, including a visit to St. Jakob’s Church (for the carved altarpiece) and the Rothenburg Museum (historic artifacts). Then spend the afternoon visiting the Medieval Crime and Punishment Museum and taking my “Schmiedgasse-Spitalgasse Shopping Stroll,” followed by a walk on the wall (from Spitaltor to Klingentor). Cap your day with the entertaining Night Watchman’s Tour (at 20:00). Locals love “Die blaue Stunde” (the blue hour)—the time just before dark when city lamps and the sky hold hands. Be sure to be out enjoying the magic of the city at this time.
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For nature lovers, there are plenty of relaxing walks and bike rides in the forested environs around the town.


Rothenburg is very busy through the summer and in the Christmas Market month of December. Spring and fall are a joy, but it’s pretty bleak in November and from January through March—when most locals are hibernating or on vacation. Legally, shops are only allowed to remain open 40 Sundays a year; this means that many close on Sundays during the slow off-season months.


Orientation to Rothenburg


To orient yourself in Rothenburg, think of the town map as a human head. Its nose—the castle garden—sticks out to the left, and the skinny lower part forms a neck, with the youth hostel and a recommended hotel being the Adam’s apple. The town is a delight on foot. No sights or hotels are more than a 15-minute walk from the train station or each other.


Most of the buildings you’ll see were in place by 1400. The city was born around its long-gone castle fortress—built in 1142, destroyed in 1356—which was located where the castle garden is now. You can see the shadow of the first town wall, which defines the oldest part of Rothenburg, in its contemporary street plan. Two gates from this wall still survive: the Markus Tower and the White Tower. The richest and biggest houses were in this central part. The commoners built higgledy-piggledy (read: picturesque) houses farther from the center but still inside the present walls.
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Although Rothenburg is technically in Bavaria, the region around the town is called—and strongly identifies itself as—“Franken,” one of Germany’s many medieval dukedoms (“Franconia” in English).
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TOURIST INFORMATION



The TI is on Market Square (May-Oct and Dec Mon-Fri 9:00-18:00, Sat-Sun 10:00-17:00; off-season Mon-Fri until 17:00, Sat until 13:00, closed Sun; Marktplatz 2, +49 9861 404 800, www.rothenburg.de/tourismus, run by Jörg Christöphler). If there’s a long line, just raid the rack where they keep all the free pamphlets. The free city map comes with a walking guide to the town. The Events booklet covers the basics in English. They offer a variety of themed tours; ask when you arrive or check their website in advance. Also look for current concert-listing posters here (and at your hotel).


A fun pictorial town map, which also helpfully indicates some walking paths in the countryside beyond the town walls, is available for free when you show this book at the Friese shop, two doors west from the TI (toward St. Jakob’s Church; see “Shopping in Rothenburg,” later).


ARRIVAL IN ROTHENBURG


By Train: It’s a 10-minute walk from the station to Rothenburg’s Market Square (following the brown Altstadt signs, exit left from station, walk a block down Bahnhofstrasse, turn right on Ansbacher Strasse, and head straight into the Middle Ages). Taxis wait at the station (€10 to any hotel). Day-trippers can leave luggage in lockers on the platform. Free WCs are behind the Speedy snack bar on track 1. If killing time, you can pay to get online on one of the computers in the station’s Spielothek gaming room (long hours daily).


By Car: Driving and parking rules in Rothenburg change constantly—ask your hotelier for advice. In general, you’re allowed to drive into the old town to get to your hotel. Otherwise, driving within the old walled center is discouraged. Some hotels offer private parking (either free or paid). To keep things simple, park in one of the lots—numbered P-1 through P-5—that line the outside of the town walls (€5/day, buy ticket from Parkscheinautomat machines and display, 5- to 10-minute walk to Market Square).


For tips on getting here from Frankfurt, see “Route Tips for Drivers” on here.


HELPFUL HINTS


Festivals: For one weekend each spring (during Pentecost), beer gardens spill out into the street and Rothenburgers dress up in medieval costumes to celebrate Mayor Nusch’s Meistertrunk victory (May 20-24 in 2021, www.meistertrunk.de). The Reichsstadt festival every September celebrates Rothenburg’s history, and the town’s Weindorf festival celebrates its wine (mid-Aug). Check the TI website for specifics.


Christmas Market: Rothenburg is dead for much of the winter except in December (its busiest month), when the entire town cranks up the medieval cuteness with concerts and costumes, shops with schnapps, stalls filling squares, hot spiced wine, giddy nutcrackers, and mobs of ear-muffed Germans. Christmas markets are big all over Germany, and Rothenburg’s is considered one of the best. The market takes place each year during Advent. Try to avoid Saturdays and Sundays, when big-city day-trippers really clog the grog.


Mailing Your Goodies Home: You can get handy yellow €2.50 boxes at the old town post office (Mon-Fri 9:00-13:00 & 14:00-17:30 except closed Wed afternoon, Sat 9:00-12:00, closed Sun, inside photo shop at Rödergasse 11). The main post office is in the shopping center across from the train station.


Bike Rental: A ride through the nearby countryside is enjoyable on nice days (follow route described on here). Rad & Tat rents bikes for €14 for a 24-hour day (otherwise €10/6 hours, electric bike-€28/day; Mon-Fri 9:00-18:00, Sat until 13:00, closed Sun; Bensenstrasse 17, +49 9861 87984, www.mietraeder.de). To reach it, leave the old town toward the train station, take a right on Erlbacher Strasse, cross the tracks, and look across the street from the Lidl supermarket.


Taxi: Call +49 9861 2000 or +49 9861 7227.


Haircuts: At Salon Wack (pronounced “vahk,” not “whack”), Horst and his team speak English and welcome both men and women (Tue-Fri 8:00-12:00 & 13:30-18:00, Sat 8:30-14:00, closed Sun-Mon; off Wenggasse at Goldene Ringgasse 8, +49 9861 7834).


Swimming: Rothenburg has a fine swimming complex, with a heated outdoor pool (Freibad) from mid-May to mid-Sept (when the weather’s good), and an indoor pool and sauna the rest of the year. It’s about a 15-minute walk south of Spitaltor along the main road toward Dinkelsbühl (€3.50, kids-€2; outdoor pool daily 9:00-20:00; indoor pool Tue-Thu 9:00-21:00, Fri-Sun until 18:00, Mon 14:00-21:00; Nördlinger Strasse 20, +49 9861 4565).



Tours in Rothenburg




▲▲Night Watchman’s Tour



This tour is flat-out the most entertaining hour of medieval wonder anywhere in Germany and the best evening activity in town. The Night Watchman (a.k.a. Hans-Georg Baumgartner) jokes like a medieval John Cleese as he lights his lamp and takes tourists on his rounds, telling slice-of-gritty-life tales of medieval Rothenburg (€8, teens-€4, free for kids 12 and under, mid-March-Dec nightly at 20:00, in English, meet at Market Square, www.nightwatchman.de). What’s almost as entertaining as the tour is watching the parade of tourists following this pied piper through town each night.
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▲Old Town Historic Walk



The TI offers engaging 1.5-hour guided walking tours in English (€8, Easter-Oct and Dec daily at 14:00, departs from Market Square). Just show up and pay the guide directly—there’s always room. Take this tour for the serious side of Rothenburg’s history, and to make sense of the town’s architecture; you won’t get as much of that on the fun—and completely different—Night Watchman’s Tour. Taking both tours is a smart way to round out your overall Rothenburg experience.


Local Guides


A local historian can really bring the ramparts alive. Reserve a guide by emailing the TI (info@rothenburg.de; more info at www.rothenburg-tourismus.de—look under “Guided Tours”; €90/1.5 hours, €110/2 hours). I’ve had good experiences with Martin Kamphans (mobile +49 1577 0220 513, www.stadtfuehrungen-rothenburg.de, kamphans@posteo.de) and Daniel Weber (to get rates listed above ask for Rick Steves discount, mobile +49 795 8311, www.toot-tours.com, mail@toot-tours.com).


Town Wall Walk


It’s free to walk along Rothenburg’s town wall, and 20 info plaques provide good English descriptions. (Ask at the TI for a pamphlet with narrated walk.) For details, see “Walk the Wall” on here.



Walks in Rothenburg



My self-guided circular “Rothenburg Town Walk” weaves the town’s top sights together, takes about an hour without stops, and starts and ends on Market Square. (Note that this is roughly the same route followed by city guides on their daily Old Town Historic Walk, described earlier.) It flows into my “Schmiedgasse-Spitalgasse Shopping Stroll,” which traces a straight shot from Market Square to Spitaltor, passing traditional shops and eateries on the way. Both walks are shown on the “Walks in Rothenburg” map.


[image: Image] Download my free Rothenburg Town Walk audio tour.


ROTHENBURG TOWN WALK


This loop walk, worth ▲▲▲, links Market Square to St. Jakob’s Church, the Rothenburg Museum, the castle garden, and Herrngasse.


• Start the walk on Market Square.


Market Square Spin-Tour


Stand in front of the fountain at the bottom of Market Square (watch for occasional cars) and spin 360 degrees clockwise, starting with the Town Hall tower. Now do it again, this time more slowly to take in some details:


Town Hall and Tower: Rothenburg’s tallest spire is the Town Hall tower (Rathausturm). At 200 feet, it stands atop the old Town Hall, a white, Gothic, 13th-century building. Notice the tourists enjoying the best view in town from the black top of the tower (see “Sights in Rothenburg” for details on climbing the tower). After a fire in 1501 burned down part of the original building, a new Town Hall was built alongside what survived of the old one (fronting the square). This half of the rebuilt complex is in the Renaissance style from 1570. The double eagles you see decorating many buildings here are a repeated reminder that this was a “free imperial city” belonging directly to the (Habsburg) Holy Roman Emperor, a designation that came with benefits.
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Meistertrunk Show: At the top of Market Square stands the proud Councilors’ Tavern (clock tower from 1466). In its day, the city council—the rich guys who ran the town government—drank here. Today, it’s the TI and the focus of most tourists’ attention when the little doors on either side of the clock flip open and the wooden figures (from 1910) do their thing. Be on Market Square at the top of any hour (between 10:00 and 22:00) for the ritual gathering of the tourists to see the less-than-breathtaking reenactment of the Meistertrunk (“Master Draught”) story:
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In 1631, in the middle of the Thirty Years’ War, the Catholic army took this Protestant town and was about to do its rape, pillage, and plunder thing. As was the etiquette, the mayor had to give the conquering general a welcoming drink. The general enjoyed a huge tankard of local wine. Feeling really good, he told the mayor, “Hey, if you can drink this entire three-liter tankard of wine in one gulp, I’ll spare your town.” The mayor amazed everyone by drinking the entire thing, and Rothenburg was saved. (While this is a nice story, it was dreamed up in the late 1800s for a theatrical play designed—effectively—to promote a romantic image of the town. In actuality, if Rothenburg was spared, it had likely bribed its way out of the jam.) The city was occupied and ransacked several times in the Thirty Years’ War, and it never recovered—which is why it’s such a well-preserved time capsule today.


For the best show, don’t watch the clock; watch the open-mouthed tourists gasp as the old windows flip open. At the late shows, the square flickers with camera flashes.


Bottom of Market Square: As this was the most prestigious address in town, it’s ringed by big homes with big carriage gates. One of the finest is just downhill from the bottom end of the square—the Baumeister (“master builder”) Haus, where the man who designed and built the Town Hall lived. It features a famous Renaissance facade with statues of the seven virtues and the seven vices. The statues are copies; the originals are in the Rothenburg Museum (described later on this walk). While “Gluttony” is easy to find, see if you can figure out what his companions represent.


Behind you, take in the big 17th-century St. George’s fountain. Its long metal gutters could slide to deposit the water into villagers’ buckets. It’s part of Rothenburg’s ingenious water system: Built on a rock, the town had one real source above, which was plumbed to serve a series of fountains; water flowed from high to low through Rothenburg. Its many fountains had practical functions beyond providing drinking water—some were stocked with fish on market days and during times of siege, and their water was useful for fighting fire. Because of its plentiful water supply—and its policy of requiring relatively wide lanes as fire breaks—the town never burned entirely, as so many neighboring villages did.
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Two fine half-timbered buildings behind the fountain show the old-time lofts with warehouse doors and pulleys on top for hoisting. All over town, lofts like these were filled with grain. A year’s supply was required by the city so it could survive any siege. The building behind the fountain is an art gallery showing off work by members of the local artists’ association. To the right is Marien Apotheke, an old-time pharmacy mixing old and new in typical Rothenburg style.


The broad street running under the Town Hall tower is Herrngasse. The town originated with its castle fortress (built in 1142 but now long gone; a lovely garden now fills that space). Herrngasse connected the castle to Market Square. The last leg of this circular walking tour will take you from the castle garden up Herrngasse and back here.


For now, walk a few steps down Herrngasse and stop by the arch under the Town Hall tower (between the new and old town halls). On the wall to the left of the gate are the town’s measuring rods—a reminder that medieval Germany was made of 300 independent little countries, many with their own weights and measures. Merchants and shoppers knew that these were the local standards: the rod (4.3 yards), the Schuh (“shoe,” roughly a foot), and the Ell (from elbow to fingertip—four inches longer than mine...climb up and try it). The protruding cornerstone you’re standing on is one of many all over town—intended to protect buildings from careening horse carts. In German, going recklessly fast is called “scratching the cornerstone.”


• Careen around that stone and under the arch to find the...



▲Historical Town Hall Vaults (Historiengewölbe)



The vaults house an eclectic and grade-schoolish little museum that gives a waxy but interesting look at Rothenburg during the Catholics-vs.-Protestants Thirty Years’ War. Popping in here can help prep your imagination to filter out the tourists and picture ye olde Rothenburg along the rest of this walk. With helpful English descriptions, it offers a look at “the fateful year 1631,” a replica of the mythical Meistertrunk tankard, an alchemist’s workshop, and a dungeon—used as a bomb shelter during World War II—complete with three dank cells and some torture lore.


Cost and Hours: €3.50, daily 9:30-17:30, shorter hours Nov-April, closed Jan, weekends only Feb, +49 9861 86751, www.meistertrunk.de.


• Leaving the museum, turn left (past a venerable and much-sketched-and-photographed door) and find a posted copy of a centuries-old map showing the territory of Rothenburg.


Map of Rothenburg City Territory


In 1537 Rothenburg actually ruled a little country—one of about 300 petty dukedoms like this that made up what is today’s Germany. The territory spanned a 12-by-12-mile area (about 400 square kilometers), encompassing 180 villages—a good example of the fragmentation of feudal Germany. While not to scale (Rothenburg is actually less than a mile wide), the map is fun to study. In the 1380s, Mayor Toppler purchased much of this territory. In 1562 the city sold off some of its land to neighboring dukes, which gave it the money for all the fine Renaissance buildings that embellish the town to this day.


• Continue through the courtyard and into a square called...


Green Market (Grüner Markt)


Once a produce market, this parking lot fills with Christmas stands during December. Notice the clay-tile roofs. These “beaver tail” tiles became standard after thatched roofs were outlawed to prevent fires. Today, all the town’s roofs are made of these. The little fences stop heaps of snow from falling off the roof and onto people below. A free public WC is on your left, and the recommended Friese gift shop (see listing under “Shopping in Rothenburg,” later) is on your right.


• Continue straight ahead to St. Jakob’s Church. Study the exterior first, then pay to go inside.



▲▲St. Jakob’s Church (St. Jakobskirche)



Rothenburg’s main church is home to Tilman Riemenschneider’s breathtaking, wood-carved Altar of the Holy Blood.


Cost and Hours: €2.50, daily April-Oct 9:00-17:00, Dec 10:00-16:45, off-season 10:00-12:00 & 14:00-16:00, on Sun wait to enter until services end at 10:45.


Tours and Information: A free, helpful English info sheet is available. Concerts and a tour schedule are posted near the door. Guided tours in English run on Sat at 15:30 (April-Oct) for no extra charge. Or get the worthwhile audioguide (€2, 45 minutes) to tailor your education with dual commentary—historical and theological—for a handful of important stops in the church.


Visiting the Church: Start by viewing the exterior. Next, enter the church, where you’ll see the main nave first, then climb above the pipe organ (in the back) to finish with the famous carved altar.


Exterior: Outside the church, under the little roof at the base of the tower, you’ll see 14th-century statues (mostly original) showing Jesus praying at Gethsemane, a common feature of Gothic churches. The sculptor is anonymous—in the Gothic age (pre-Albrecht Dürer), artists were just nameless craftspeople working only for the glory of God. Five yards to the left (on the wall), notice the nub of a sandstone statue—a rare original, looking pretty bad after 500 years of weather and, more recently, pollution. Most original statues are now in the city museum. The better-preserved statues you see on the church are copies. Also outside the church is a bronze model of the city. Look closely to appreciate the detail, including descriptions in braille.


Before entering, notice how the church was extended to the west and actually built over the street. The newer chapel was built to accommodate pilgrims and to contain the sumptuous Riemenschneider carved altarpiece.


If it’s your wedding day, take the first entrance—marked by a very fertile Eve and, around the corner, Adam showing off an impressive six-pack. Otherwise, head toward the church’s second (downhill) door. Before going inside, notice the modern statue at the base of the stairs. This is St. James (a.k.a. Sankt Jakob in German, Santiago in Spanish, and Saint-Jacques in French). You can tell this important saint by his big, floppy hat, his walking stick, the gourd on his hip (used by pilgrims to carry water), and—most importantly—the scallop shell in his hand. St. James’ remains are entombed in the grand cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, in the northwestern corner of Spain. The medieval pilgrimage route called the Camino de Santiago passed through here on its way to that distant corner of Europe. Pilgrims would wear the scallop shell as a symbol of their destination (where that type of marine life was abundant). To this day, the word for “scallop” in many languages carries the name of this saint: Jakobsmuschel in German, coquille Saint-Jacques in French, and so on.


Inside the Church: Built in the 14th century, this church has been Lutheran since 1544. The interior was “purified” by Romantics in the 19th century—cleaned of everything Baroque or not original and refitted in the Neo-Gothic style. (For example, the baptismal font—in the middle of the choir—and the pulpit above the second pew look Gothic but are actually Neo-Gothic.) The stained-glass windows behind the altar, which are most colorful in the morning light, are originals from the 1330s. Admiring this church, consider what it says about the priorities of a town of just a few thousand people, who decided to use their collective wealth to build such a place. The size of a church is a good indication of the town’s wealth when it was built. Medallions and portraits of Rothenburg’s leading families and church leaders line the walls above the choir in the front of the church.


The main altar, from 1466, is by Friedrich Herlin. Below Christ are statues of six saints—including St. James (a.k.a. Jakob), with the telltale shell on his floppy hat. Study the painted panels—ever see Peter with spectacles (below the carved saints)? Go around the back of the altarpiece to look at the doors. In the upper left, you’ll see a painting of Rothenburg’s Market Square in the 15th century, looking much like it does today, with the exception of the full-Gothic Town Hall (as it was before the big fire of 1501). Notice Christ’s face on the white “veil of Veronica” (center of back side, bottom edge). It follows you as you walk from side to side—this must have given the faithful the religious heebie-jeebies four centuries ago.
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The Tabernacle of the Holy Eucharist (just left of the main altar—on your right as you walk back around) is a century older. It stored the wine and bread used for Holy Communion. Before the Reformation this was a Roman Catholic church, which meant that the bread and wine were considered to be the actual body and blood of Jesus (and therefore needed a worthy repository). Notice the unusual Trinity: The Father and Son are bridged by a dove, which represents the Holy Spirit. Stepping back, you can see that Jesus is standing on a skull—clearly “overcoming death.”


Now, as pilgrims did centuries ago, climb the stairs at the back of the church that lead up behind the pipe organ to a loft-like chapel. Here you’ll find the artistic highlight of Rothenburg and perhaps the most wonderful wood carving in all of Germany: the glorious 500-year-old, 35-foot-high Altar of the Holy Blood. Tilman Riemenschneider, the Michelangelo of German woodcarvers, carved this from 1499 to 1504 (at the same time Michelangelo was working on his own masterpieces). The altarpiece was designed to hold a rock-crystal capsule—set in the cross you see high above—that contains a precious scrap of tablecloth stained in the shape of a cross by a drop of communion wine considered to be the actual blood of Christ.
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The altar is a realistic commotion, showing that Riemenschneider—a High Gothic artist—was ahead of his time. Below, in the scene of the Last Supper, Jesus gives Judas a piece of bread, marking him as the traitor, while John lays his head on Christ’s lap. Judas, with his big bag of cash, could be removed from the scene (illustrated by photos on the wall nearby), as was the tradition for the four days leading up to Easter.


Everything is portrayed exactly as described in the Bible. In the relief panel on the left, Jesus enters the walled city of Jerusalem. Notice the exacting attention to detail—down to the nails on the horseshoe. In the relief panel on the right, Jesus prays in the Garden of Gethsemane.


Before continuing on, take a moment to simply linger over the lovingly executed details: the curly locks of the apostles’ hair and beards, and the folds of their garments; the delicate vines intertwining above their heads; Jesus’ expression, at once tender and accusing.


• After leaving the church, walk around the corner to the right and under the chapel (built over the road). Go two blocks down Klingengasse and stop at the corner of the street called Klosterhof. Looking farther ahead of you down Klingengasse, you see the...


[image: Image]


Klingentor


This cliff tower was Rothenburg’s water reservoir. From 1595 until 1910, a 900-liter (240-gallon) copper tank high in the tower provided clean spring water—pumped up by river power—to the privileged. To the right of the Klingentor is a good stretch of wall rampart to walk. To the left, the wall is low and simple, lacking a rampart because it guards only a cliff.


Now find the shell decorating a building on the street corner next to you. That’s once again the symbol of St. James, indicating that this building is associated with the church.


• Turn left down Klosterhof, passing the shell and, on your right, the colorful, recommended Altfränkische Weinstube am Klosterhof pub. As you approach the next stop, notice the lazy Susan embedded in the wall (to the right of the museum door), which allowed cloistered nuns to give food to the poor without being seen.


[image: Image]



▲▲Rothenburg Museum



You’ll get a vivid and artifact-filled sweep through Rothenburg’s history at this excellent museum, housed in a former Dominican convent. The highlight for many is the painted glass mug said to have prompted the myth of the Meistertrunk.


Cost and Hours: €6; daily 9:30-17:30, Nov-Dec 13:00-16:00, closed Jan-March; English info sheet at entrance, Klosterhof 5, +49 9861 939 043, www.rothenburgmuseum.de.


Visiting the Museum: As you follow the Rundgang/Tour signs to the left, watch for the following highlights:


Immediately inside the entry, a glass case shows off the 1616 Prince Elector’s colorful glass tankard (which inspired the famous legend of the Meistertrunk, created in 1881 to drive tourism) and a set of golden Rothenburg coins. Down the hall, find a modern city model and trace the city’s growth, its walls expanding like rings on a big tree. Before going upstairs, you’ll see medieval and Renaissance sculptures, including original sandstone statues from St. Jakob’s Church and original statues that once decorated the Baumeister Haus near Market Square. Upstairs in the nuns’ dormitory are craftsmen’s signs that once hung outside shops (see if you can guess the craft before reading the museum’s label), ornate locks, tools for various professions, and a valuable collection of armor and weapons. You’ll then go through two levels of rooms showcasing old furniture, housewares, and the Baroque statues that decorated the organ loft in St. Jakob’s Church from 1669 until the 19th century, when they were cleared out to achieve “Gothic purity.” Take time to enjoy the several rooms and shop fronts outfitted as they would have been centuries ago.
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The painting gallery is lined with Romantic paintings of Rothenburg, which served as the first tourist promotion and give visitors today a chance to envision the city as it appeared in centuries past. Look for the large, gloomy work by Englishman Arthur Wasse (labeled “Es spukt”)—does that door look familiar?


Back downstairs near where you entered, circle left around the cloister to see a 14th-century convent kitchen (Klosterküche) with a working model of a lazy Susan (the kind that nuns would have used to share food with the poor outside the convent—go ahead, give it a swing) and a massive chimney (step inside and look up). Continue around to an exhibit of Jewish culture in Rothenburg through the ages (Judaika), then see the grand finale (in the Konventsaal), the Rothenburger Passion. This 12-panel series of paintings showing scenes leading up to Christ’s Crucifixion—originally intended for the town’s Franciscan church (which we’ll pass later)—dates from 1492.


• Leaving the museum, go around to the right and into the Convent Garden (when locked at night, continue straight to the T-intersection and turn right).



Convent Garden



This spot is a peaceful place to work on your tan...or mix a poisoned potion. Monks and nuns—who were responsible for concocting herbal cures in the olden days, finding disinfectants, and coming up with ways to disguise the taste of rotten food—often tended herb gardens. Smell (but don’t pick) the Pfefferminze (peppermint), Heidewacholder (juniper/gin), Rosmarin (rosemary), Lavandel (lavender), and the tallest plant, Hopfen (hops...monks were the great medieval brewers). Don’t smell the plants that are poisonous (potency indicated by the number of crosses, like stars indicating spiciness on a Thai food menu). Appreciate the setting, taking in the fine architecture and expansive garden—all within the city walls, where land was at such a premium. It’s a reminder of the power of the pre-Reformation Church.


• Exit opposite from where you entered, angling left through the nuns’ garden, leaving via an arch along the far wall. Then turn right and go downhill to the...


Town Wall


This part of the wall takes advantage of the natural fortification provided by the cliff (view through bars, look to far right) and is therefore much shorter than the ramparts.


• Angle left along the wall. Cross the big street (Herrngasse, with the Burgtor tower on your right—which we’ll enter from outside soon) and continue downhill on Burggasse until you hit another section of the town wall. Turn right, go through a small tower gate, and park yourself at the town’s finest viewpoint.
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Castle Garden Viewpoint


From here enjoy a fine view of fortified Rothenburg. You’re looking at the Spitaltor end of town (with the most interesting gate and the former hospital). After this walk, you can continue with my “Schmiedgasse-Spitalgasse Shopping Stroll,” which leads from Market Square down to this end of town, known as Plönlein, and then enter the city walls and walk the ramparts 180 degrees to the Klingentor tower (which we saw earlier on our walk, in the distance just after St. Jakob’s Church). The droopy-eyed building at the far end of town (today’s youth hostel) was the horse mill—which provided grinding power when the water mill in the valley below was not working (during drought or siege). Stretching below you is the fine park-like land around the Tauber River, nicknamed the “Tauber Riviera.”
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• Now explore deeper into the park.


Castle Garden (Burggarten) and the Burgtor Gate


The park before you was a castle fortress until it was destroyed in the 14th century. The chapel (50 yards straight into the park, on the left) is the only surviving bit of the original castle. In front of the chapel is a memorial to local Jews killed in a 1298 slaughter. A few steps beyond that is a flowery trellis that provides a fine picnic spot. If you walk all the way out to the garden’s far end, you’ll find another great viewpoint (well past the tourists, and considered by local teenagers the best place to make out).


When you’re ready to leave the park, approach the Burgtor, the ornate fortified gate flanked by twin stubby towers, and imagine being locked out in the year 1400. (There’s a WC on the left.) The tall tower behind the gate was accessed by a wooden drawbridge—see the chain slits above the inner gate, and between them the “pitch” mask with holes designed to allow defenders to pour boiling Nutella on attackers. High above is the town coat of arms: a red (roten) castle (Burg).


As you go through the gate, study the big wooden door with the tiny “eye of the needle” door cut into it. If you were trying to enter town after curfew, you could have bribed the guard to let you through this door, which was small enough to keep out any fully armed attackers. Note also the square hole on the right and imagine the massive timber that once barricaded the gate.


• Now climb up the big street, Herrngasse, as you return to your starting point.


Herrngasse


Many towns have a Herrngasse, where the richest patricians and merchants (the Herren) lived. Predictably, it’s your best chance to see the town’s finest old mansions. Strolling back to Market Square, you’ll pass, on the right, the Franciscan Church (from 1285—the oldest in town). Across the street, the mint-green house at #18 is the biggest patrician house on this main drag. The front door was big enough to allow a carriage to drive through it; a human-sized door cut into it was used by those on foot. The family, which has lived here for three centuries, has disconnected the four tempting old-time doorbells. The gift shop at #11 (Hornburghaus, on the right) offers a chance to poke into one of these big landowners’ homes and appreciate their structure: living quarters in front above carriage-sized doors, courtyard out back functioning as a garage, stables, warehouse, servants’ quarters, and a private well.


Farther up, also on the right, is Hotel Eisenhut, Rothenburg’s fanciest hotel and worth a peek inside. Finally, passing the Käthe Wohlfahrt Christmas headquarters/shop (described under “Shopping in Rothenburg,” later), you’ll be back at Market Square, where you started this walk.


• From here, you can continue walking by following my “Schmiedgasse-Spitalgasse Shopping Stroll,” next. This stroll ends at the city gate called Spitaltor, a good access point for a walk on the town walls.



▲▲SCHMIEDGASSE-SPITALGASSE SHOPPING STROLL



After doing the basic town walk and visiting the town’s three essential interior sights (Rothenburg Museum, Medieval Crime and Punishment Museum, and St. Jakob’s Church), your next priority might be Rothenburg’s shops and its town wall. I’d propose this fun walk, which goes from Market Square in a straight line south (past the best selection of characteristic family-run shops) to the city’s most impressive fortification (Spitaltor).


Standing on Market Square, with your back to the TI, you’ll see a street sloping downward toward the south end of town. That’s where you’re headed. This street changes names as you walk, from Obere Schmiedgasse (upper blacksmith street) to Spitalgasse (hospital street), and runs directly to the Spitaltor tower and gate. From Spitaltor you can access the town wall and walk the ramparts 180 degrees around the city to the Klingentor tower.


As you stroll down this delightful lane, feel welcome to pop in and explore any shop along this cultural and historical scavenger hunt. I’ve provided the street number and “left” or “right” to indicate the side of the street (see the “Walks in Rothenburg” map, earlier).


Market Square to Burggasse


The facade of the fine Renaissance Baumeister Haus at #3 (left) celebrates a secular (rather than religious) morality, with statues representing the seven virtues and the seven vices. Which ones do you recognize?


At #5 (left), Gasthof Goldener Greifen was once the home of the illustrious Mayor Toppler (d. 1408). By the looks of its door (right of the main entrance), the mayor must have had an impressive wine cellar. Note the fine hanging sign (much nicer than “hanging out your shingle”) of a gilded griffin. Business signs in a mostly illiterate medieval world needed to be easy for all to read. The entire street is ornamented with fun signs like this one. Nearby, a pretzel marks the bakery, and the crossed swords advertise the weaponmaker.


Shops on both sides of the street at #7 display examples of Schneeballen gone wild. These “snowballs,” once a humble way to bake extra flour into a simple treat, are now iced and dolled up a million ways—none of which would be recognizable to the kids who originally enjoyed them. Long ago locals used a fork to pierce the middle, but today’s tourists eat them like an apple. Watch them crumble.


Waffenkammer, at #9 (left), is “the weapons chamber,” where Johannes Wittmann works hard to make a wonderland in which young-at-heart tourists can shop for (and try out) medieval weapons, armor, and clothing. Fun photo ops abound, especially downstairs—where you can try on a set of chain mail and pose with a knight in shining armor (ask about Rick Steves discount).


At #18 (right), Metzgerei Trumpp, a top-end butcher, is a carnivores’ heaven. Check out the endless wurst offerings in the window—a reminder that in the unrefrigerated Middle Ages meat needed to be smoked or salted. Locals who love bacon opt for fat slices of pork with crackling skins.


Burggasse to Plönlein


At the next corner, with Burggasse, find the Catholic St. John’s Church. The Medieval Crime and Punishment Museum (just down the lane to the right) marks the site of Rothenburg’s first town wall. Below the church (on the right) is an old fountain. Behind and below that find a cute little dog park complete with a doggie WC.


The Jutta Korn shop, on the right at #4, showcases the work of a local artisan who designs her own jewelry. She’s been a jewelry master here for more than 30 years. At #6 (right), Leyk sells “lighthouses” made in town, many modeled after local buildings. The Kleiderey, an offbeat clothing store at #7 (left), is run by Tina, the Night Watchman’s wife. The clothing is inspired by their southeast Asian travels.


At #13 (left), look opposite to find a narrow lane (Ander Eich) that leads to a little viewpoint in the town wall. Overlooking the “Tauber Riviera,” it’s a popular romantic perch in the evening.


The Sumiko Ishii souvenir shop, on the corner on the left, is a reminder that tourism from Asia is big business, and German shops are learning to cater to that crowd.


Continuing along, at #17 (left), the Lebe Gesund Vegetarian shop is all about healthy living. This charming little place (run by tasty-sample-dealing Universalist Christians who like to think of Jesus as a vegan) seems designed to offer forgiveness to those who loved the butcher’s shop but are ready to repent.


On the right at #18, the Da Vinci Lounge café is decorated as if out of Clockwork Orange. Its modern interior is a stark contrast to this medieval city.


The Käthe Wohlfahrt shop at #19 (left) is one of the six Wohlfahrt stores around town, all owned by a local family and selling German clichés with gusto. Also on the left, at #21, the An Ra shop is where Annett Perner designs and sells her flowery clothes. You can pop in to see the actual work in the back. (There’s more of An Ra across the street at #26.) Annett was behind a recent initiative, called “Handmade in Rothenburg,” that formed a coalition between 10 local business owners who make everything from chocolate to jewelry to ceramics. They meet once a week to support each other and collaborate on ideas to strengthen the community, an example of the special bond of Rothenburg’s town members.


At this point, stop and take a moment to notice the “vernacular architecture” (developed to meet local needs), with the cute gables and higgledy-piggledy rooflines, tiny doors closing narrow slits between homes, and the fountain that’s hooked into pipes plumbed in the 1590s. In the Middle Ages, nothing was standard. Everything was built to order.


At #29 (left), Glocke Weinladen am Plönlein is an inviting shop of wine glasses and related accessories. The Gasthof Glocke, next door, with its wine-barrel-sized cellar door just waiting for some action, is a respected restaurant and home to the town’s last vintner—a wonderful place to try local wines, as they serve a flight of five tiny glasses (several different flights: half-dry, dry, red, and sweet dessert wines) for those ready to appreciate this production.


Plönlein to Spitalhof


The corner immediately to your right is dubbed Plönlein and is famously picturesque. Plönlein is named for the carpenter’s plumb line—a string that dangles exactly straight down when anchored by a plumb (a lead weight; the Latin word for lead is plumbum). The line helps carpenters build things straight, but of course, here, nothing is made “to plumb.” If this scene brings you back to your childhood, that’s because Rothenburg was the inspiration for the village in the 1940 Disney animated film Pinocchio.


[image: Image]


Walk a few more yards and look far up the lane (Neugasse) to the left. You’ll see some cute pastel buildings with uniform windows and rooflines—clues that the buildings were rebuilt after WWII bombings hit that part of town. Straight ahead, the Siebertstor Tower marks the next layer of expansion to the town wall. Continue through the tower. The former tannery is now a pub featuring Landwehr Bräu, the local brew.


Farther along, at #14 (right), Antiq & Trödel, which smells like an antique shop should, is fun to browse through.


Still farther down, on the left at #25, Hotel-Café Gerberhaus is a fine stop for a coffee and cake, with a delicate dining room and a peaceful courtyard hiding out back under the town wall.


Spitalhof and Spitaltor


From here, the town runs out of energy and the remaining stretch is a bit glum. This is Spitalhof—the former Hospital Quarter—with some nice architecture and the town’s retirement home. Stick with me and continue a few blocks to Spitaltor, the gate with the tall tower marking the end of town (and a good place to begin a ramparts ramble, if you’re up for it).


In any walled city, the gate—made of wood—was the weak point. A bastion is an architectural shield, built beyond the wall proper to protect its wooden doors from cannon fire. Spitaltor is a double bastion, built around 1600 with the advent of stronger artillery. Walk through the gate (taking note of the stairs to the right—that’s where you could begin your wall walk). Notice how the entry is curved: Any cannon that got past the first door and tried to blow the second door down would be vulnerable to cannon fire from the ramparts and arrows from the slits above.


Outside the fortified gate is the ditch that kept artillery at a distance (most medieval moats were dry like this one; water and alligators were mostly added by Hollywood). Standing outside the wall, ponder this sight as if approaching the city 400 years ago. The wealth of a city was shown by its walls and towers. (Stone was costly—in fact, the German saying for “filthy rich” is “stone rich.”)
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