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Freelance Photographer

ention Tarragona
and many people
conjure images
of its incredible
ancient Roman
monuments. Declared a UNESCO
World Heritage site in 2000,
Tarragona’s 14 monuments are the
best examples to be found of
Roman history in Spain. But as I
was about to discover, this city on
the northeast coast also has an
excellent gastronomic tradition
and a welcoming culture that
probably dates back to that time.
In Roman times, it was called
Tarraco. This place was the
Romans’ first Mediterranean
harbor in Spain back in 218 B.C.
Later, it became a military base for
the empire. Over about 200 years,
the Romans conquered the entire
Iberian Peninsula through
Tarraco, and its buildings are
examples of the empire at the peak
of its splendor in the 2nd century
A.D.

I started my visit at the highest
part of the city in Tarragona’s Old
Quarter. This area was surrounded
by a great Roman wall that
originally extended for almost
3,500 meters. Of that, 1,100 meters
remain today. As I passed under
the Roman portico, I soon found
the Provincial Forum. Walking
through a narrow labyrinth of
streets, I reached the Roman
Temple, which once was a
magnificent temple honoring the
emperor.

As I walked to the south, all of a
sudden I saw the Roman Circus.
Here was where horse chariot
races were held in the 1st century.
Tarragona’s circus is the best
conserved Roman Circus in the
world. I was amazed to find all
these monuments in the middle of
the city, sitting amid tall residential
buildings, shops and traffic. And I
didn’t have to worry about the
distances between each site, as
resident Gloria Fernandez told me:
“We say that you can walk to each
corner of the city center in less
than 30 minutes.”

Across the road, I found the
palm-tree lined promenade
overlooking the Mare Nostrum
(our sea), as the Romans called the
Mediterranean sea. That sunny
winter day, I sat on a bench and
enjoyed the views over Miracle
Beach and the harbor. The most
important Roman monument was
waiting around the corner.

As I walked down the steps in a
park, I recognized the city’s
famous landmark: Tarragona
Amphitheater. I remembered
seeing it as a primary school
student during a long ago school
trip here. It was much smaller than
I remembered as a child, but still
very impressive. The structure is
very well maintained. Sadly,
during the Roman era, this
amphitheater was used for
entertainment that included fights
between wild beasts, races,
gladiatorial battles and even
public executions. In stark
contrast to the excitement that
once surrounded this place, the
blue Mediterranean in the
background provides a relaxing
atmosphere.
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Visiting all those Roman
monuments whetted my appetite

and I decided to walk to the fishing
neighborhood of El Serrallo. On
the way, I passed by some other
Roman masterpieces, such as the
local forum that was the hub of
daily life. Today, we can view a
portion of the basilica ruins and
some beautiful columns.

In Serrallo, I met Nati Aguilo,
who saw me taking photos and
spontaneous approached me to
recommend a mural. In recent
years, the old fishing village of El
Serrallo had murals with boats and
ocean views painted on the walls.
“My parents were anglers and I
was born in Serrallo,” Nati told
me. She is 81 years old, and she
loves living in this neighborhood.
“It has changed a lot since I was
born, but it is still a little village by
the sea,” she said.

Like my local friends, Nati
recommended having lunch at the
seafood restaurant called
L’Ancora. “You must try romesco
de peix,” she insisted. This seafood
casserole is a typical Tarragona
dish made with mussels, shrimps,
langoustines, monkfish, sea bass
and hake. It also includes potatoes
and a thick romesco sauce — a
tomato based sauce with toasted
nuts, garlic and olive oil — that
gives the dish its name.

At the restaurant’s terrace facing




the harbor that serves both

fishermen and sports aficionados,
it was so sunny that it almost felt
like spring. The ambience was
relaxed and even though it was a
weekday, the terrace soon was full
of diners. The romesco de peix was
delicious — it is no wonder this
dish is so famous. “We try other
restaurants in Tarragona, but
L’Ancora is the only one we keep
coming back to again and again.
The quality-price balance is the
best in the city,” said Manel Garcia
and Rafa Molina, Tarragona
residents sitting at the table next to
mine.

I wanted to visit one last
masterpiece on Tarragona’s
outskirts. The Roman Ferreres
aqueduct is situated in the middle
of a forest 4 kilometers north of
the city. I reached there just as the
last sunlight of the day enhanced
the colors of this stunning
structure. As I walked along the
25-meter tall aqueduct that
stretches 217 meters long, the sun
began to sink into the horizon. All
day I had been learning about the
Roman empire, impressed by its
expansion and grand reach. This is
the culture that became the base of
all European civilization, and in
this place I could feel its power.
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