Self-Guided Walk

AAARovinj Ramble
This orientation walk introduces you to Rovinj in about an hour.
Begin at the parking lot just north of the Old Town.

Old Town View

Many places offer fine views of Rovinj’s Old Town, but this is the
most striking. Boats bob in the harbor, and behind them Venetian-
looking homes seem to rise from
the deep. (For an aerial perspec-
tive, notice the big billboard over-
head and to the left.)

The Old Town is topped by
the church, whose bell tower is
capped by a weathervane in the
shape of Rovinj's patron saint, Eu-
phemia. Local fishermen look to
this saintly weathervane for direc-
tion: When Euphemia is looking out to sea, it means the stiff, fresh
Bora wind is blowing, bringing dry air from the interior...a sailor’s
delight. But if she’s facing the land, the humid Jugo wind will soon
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bring bad weather from the sea. After a day or so, even a tourist
learns to look to St. Euphemia for the weather forecast. (For more
on Croatian winds and weather, see the sidebar on page 192.)

As you soak in this scene, ponder how the town’s history cre-
ated its current shape. In the Middle Ages, Rovinj was an island,
rather than a peninsula, and it was surrounded by a double wall—a
protective inner wall and an outer seawall. Because it was so well-
defended against pirates and other marauders (and carefully quar-
antined from the plague), it was extremely desirable real estate.
And yet, it was easy to reach from the mainland, allowing it to
thrive as a trading town. With more than 10,000 residents at its
peak, Rovinj became immensely crowded, which explains today’s
pleasantly claustrophobic Old Town.

Over the centuries—as demand for living space trumped se-
curity concerns—the town walls were converted into houses, with
windows grafted on to their imposing frame. Gaps in the wall,

. with steps that seem to end at the water, are where fishermen would
pull in to unload their catch directly into the warehouses on the
bottom level of the houses. (Later you can explore some of these
lanes from inside the town.) Today, if you live in one of these hous-
es, the Adriatic is your backyard.

* Now head into town. In the little park near the sea, just beyond the end
of the parking lot, look for the big, blocky...

Communist-Era Monument
Dating from the time of Tito, this celebrates the Partisan Army’s
victory over the Nazis in World War II and commemorates the
victims of fascism. The minimalist
reliefs on the ceremonial tomb show
a slow prisoners’ parade, the victims
prodded by a gun in the back from a
figure with a Nazi-style helmet. No-
tice that one side of the monument is
in Croatian, and the other is in Ital-
ian. With typical Yugoslav grace and
. subtlety, this jarring block shatters
the otherwise harmonious time-warp vibe of Rovinj. Fortunately,
it’s the only modern structure anywhere near the Old Town.
* Now walk a few more steps toward town and past the playground,
slopping to explore the covered...

Market

'The front part of the market, near the water, is for souvenirs. But
natives delve deeper in, to the produce stands. Separating the gifty
stuff from the nitty-gritty produce is a line of merchants aggres-
sively pushing free samples. Everything is local and mostly home-
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made. Consider this snack-time tactic: Loiter around, joking with
the farmers while sampling their various tasty walnuts, figs, cher-
ries, grapes, olive oils, honey, rakija (the powerful schnapps popu-
lar throughout the Balkans), and more. If the sample is good, buy
some more for a picnic. In the center of the market, a-delightful
and practical fountain from 1908 reminds locals of the infrastruc-
ture brought in by their Habsburg rulers a century ago. The hall
labeled Ribarnica/Pescheria at the back of the market is where you'll
find fresh, practically wriggling fish. This is where locals gather
ingredients for their favorite dish, srodet—a stew of various kinds
of seafood mixed with olive oil and wine...all of Istria’s best bits
rolled into one dish. It's slowly simmered and generally served with
polenta (unfortunately, it’s rare in restaurants).

« Continue up the broad street, named for Giuseppe Garibaldi—one
of the major players in late 19th-century Italian unification. Imagine:
Even though you're in Croatia, Italian patriots are celebrated in this
very Italian-feeling town (see the “Italo-Croatia” sidebar). After one
long block, on your left, you'll come to the wide cross-street called...

Square at the Bridge (Trg na Mostu)

This marks the site of the medieval bridge that once connected the
fortified island of Rovinj to the mainland (as illustrated in the small
painting above the door of the Kavana al Ponto—"Bridge Caf¢”).
Back then, the island was populated mostly by Italians, while the
mainland was the territory of Slavic farmers. But as Rovinj's stra-
tegic importance waned, and its trading status rose, the need for
easy access became more important than the canal’s protective pur-
pose—so in 1763, it was filled in. The two populations integrated,
creating the bicultural mix that survives today.

Notice the breeze? Via Garibaldi is nicknamed Val di Bora
(“Valley of the Bora Wind”) for the constant cooling wind that
blows here. On the island side of Trg na Mostu is the Rovinj Heri-
tage Museum (described later, under “Sights in Rovinj”). Next
door, the town’s cultural center posts lovingly hand-lettered signs
in Croatian and Italian announcing upcoming musical events (gen-
erally free, designed for locals, and worth noting and enjoying).

Nearby (just past Kavana al Ponto, on the left), the Viecia
Batana Café—named for Rovinj’s unique, flat-bottomed little fish-
ing boats—has a retro interior with a circa-1960 fishermen’s mural
that evokes an earlier age. The café is popular for its chocolate cake
and “Batana” ice cream.

* Now proceed (passing handwritten signs in Croatian and Italian list-
ing upcoming events) to the little fountain in the middle of the square,
Jfacing the harbor.
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Tito Square (Trg Mar3ala Tita)

This wide-open square at the entrance to the Old Town is the
crossroads of Rovinj. The fountain, with a little boy holding a wa-
ter-spouting fish, celebrates the government-funded water system
that finally brought running water to the Old Town in 1959. Walk
around the fountain, with your eyes on the relief, to see a successful
socialist society at the inauguration of this new water system. De-
spite the happy occasion, the figures are pretty stiff—conformity
trumped most other virtues in Tito’s world.

Now walk out to the end of the concrete pier, called the Mali
Molo (“Little Pier”). From here, yourc surrounded by Rovmjs
crowded harbor, with fishing ves- T il
sels and excursion boats that shut- .
tle tourists out to the offshore is-
lands. If the weather’s good, a boat
trip can be a fun way to get out on
the water for a different angle on
Rovinj (see “Activities in Rovinj,”
later, for details). -

Scan the harbor. On the left
is the MMC, the local meeting and concert hall (descnbed later,
under “Nightlife in Rovinj”). Above and behind the MMC, the
highest bell tower inland marks the Franciscan monastery, which
was the only building on the mainland before the island town was
connected to shore. Along the waterfront to the right of the MMC
is the multicolored Hotel Park, a typical monstrosity from the
communist era, now tastefully renovated inside. A recommended
bike path starts just past this hotel, leading into a nature preserve
and the best nearby beaches (which you can see in the distance; for
more on bike rental, see “Activities in Rovinj,” later).

Now head back to the base of the pier. If you were to walk
down the embankment between the harbor and the Old Town
(past Hotel Adriatic), you'd find the T1,
the recommended House of the Batana
Boat museum, and a delightful “restau-
rant row” with several tempting places
for a drink or a meal. Many fishermen
pull their boats into this harbor, then
simply carry their catch across the street
to a waiting restaurateur. (This self-guid-
ed walk finishes with a stroll down this
lane.) .
Backtrack 20 paces past the foun-

o o tain and face the Old Town entrance
gate, called the Balbi Arch. The winged lion on top is a reminder
that this was Venetian territory for centuries.
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could move it...until a young boy with two young calves showed
up. He said he'd had a dream of St. Euphemia—and, sure enough;
he succeeded in dragging her relics to where they still lie. In the
painting above, see the burly fishermen looking astonished as the
boy succeeds in moving the giant sarcophagus. Note the depiction
of Rovinj fortified by a double crenellated wall—looking more like
a castle than like the creaky fishing village of today. At the top of
the hill is an earlier version of today’s church.

Now turn your attention to Euphemia’s famous sarcophagus.
The front panel (with the painting of Euphemia) is opened with
much fanfare every September 16, St. Euphemia’s feast day, to dis-
play the small, withered, waxen face of Rovinj's favorite saint.
* If you have time and energy, consider climbing the...

Bell Tower

Scaling the church bell tower’s creaky wooden stairway requires
an enduring faith in the reliability of wood. It rewards those who
brave its 192 stairs with a command-
ing view of the town and surround-
ing islands. The climb doubles your
altitude, and from this perch you can
also look down—taking advantage
of the quirky little round hole in the
floor to photograph the memorable
staircase you just climbed.

Cost and Hours: 15 kn, same

hours as church, enter from inside church—to the left of the main
altar.
* Leave the church through the main door. A peaceful café on a park ter-
race (once a cemetery) is just ahead and below you. Just to the right, a
winding, cobbled lane leads past the café entrance and down toward the
water, then forks. A left turn here zigzags you past a WWII pillbox and
leads along the “restaurant row,” where you can survey your options for
a drink or a meal (see “Eating in Rovinj,” later). A right turn curls you
down along the quieter northern side of the Old Town peninsula. Either
way, Rovinj is yours to enjoy.
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= Continue up to the top of Grisia. Capping the town is the can’t-miss-
it... .

AChurch of St. Euphemia (Sv. Eufemija)

Rovinj’s landmark Baroque church dates from 1754. It's watched
over by an enormous 190-foot-tall campanile, a replica of the fa-
mous bell tower on St. Mark’s Square
in Venice. The tower is topped by a
copper weathervane with the weath-
er-predicting St. Euphemia, the
church’s namesake. :

Cost and Hours: Free, generally
open May-Sept daily 10:00-18:00,
Easter-April and Oct-Nov open only
for Mass and with demand, generally
closed Dec-Easter.

Visiting the Church: The vast, somewhat gloomy interior
boasts some fine altars of Carrara marble (a favorite medium of
Michelangelo’s). Services here are celebrated using a combination
of Croatian and Italian, suiting the town’s mixed population. *

To the right of the main altar is the church’s highlight: the
chapel containing the relics of St. Euphemia. Before stepping into
the chapel, notice the altar featuring Euphemia—depicted, as she
usually is, with her wheel (a reminder of her torture) and a palm
frond (symbolic of her martyrdom), and holding the fortified town
of Rovinj, of which she is the protector.

Now head into the little chapel behind the altar. In the center
is a gigantic tomb, and on the walls above are large paintings that
illustrate two significant events from the life of this important local
figure. St. Euphemia was the virtuous daughter of a prosperous
early fourth-century family in Chalcedon (near today’s Istanbul).
Euphemia used her family’s considerable wealth to help the poor.
Unfortunately, her pious philanthropy happened to coincide with
anti-Christian purges by the Roman Emperor Diocletian. When
she was 15 years old, Euphemia was arrested for refusing to wor-
ship the local pagan idol. She was brutally tortured, her bones bro-
ken on a wheel. Finally she was thrown to the lions as a public
spectacle. But, the story goes, the lions miraculously refused to at-
tack her. You can see this moment depicted in one of the paintings
above—as a bored-looking lion tenderly nibbles at her right bicep.

Flash forward to the year 800, when a gigantic marble sar-
cophagus containing St. Euphemia’s relics somehow found its way
into the Adriatic and floated all the way up to Istria, where Rovinj
fishermen discovered it bobbing in the sea. They tugged it back
to town, where a crowd gathered. The townspeople realized what
it was and wanted to take it up to the hilltop church. But nobody
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* Head through the gate into the Old Town. Inside and on the left is the
red...

Town Hall

On the old Town Hall, notice another Venetian lion, as well as
other historic crests embedded in the wall. The Town Hall actually
sports an Italian flag (along with ones for Rovinj, Croatia; and the
EU) and faces a square named for Giacomo Matteotti, a much-
revered Italian patriot.

Continue a few more steps into town. Gostionica/Trattoria
Cisterna faces another little square, which once functioned as a
cistern (collecting rainwater, which was pulled from a subterranean
reservoir through the well you see today). The building on your left
is the Italian Union—yet another reminder of how Istria has an
important bond with Italy.

* Now begin walking up the street to the left of Gostionica/Trattoria
Cisterna. Passing the recommended Piassa Granda wine bar on your
left, veer right up...

Grisia Street

The main “street” (actually a tight lane) leading through the middle
of the island is choked with tourists during the midday rush and
lined with art galleries. This inspiring
town has attracted many artists, some
of whom display their works along this
colorful stretch. Notice the rusty little
nails speckling the walls—each year in
August, an art festival invites locals to
hang their best art on this street. With
paintings lining the lane, the entire
community comes out to enjoy each oth-
er’s creations.

As you walk, keep your camera
ready, as you can find delightful scenes
down every side lane. Remember that, as crowded as it is today,
little Rovinj was even more packed in the Middle Ages. Keep an
eye out for arches that span narrow lanes (such as on the right, at
Arsenale street)—the only way a walled city could grow was up.
Many of these additions created hidden little courtyards, nooks,
and crannies that make it easy to get away from the crowds and
claim a corner of the town for yourself. Another sign of Rovinj’s
overcrowding are the distinctive chimneys poking up above the
rooftops. These chimneys, added long after the buildings were
first constructed, made it possible to heat previously underutilized
r{}oms...and squeeze in even more people.
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