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Origin of the City

A foggy morning, | took an
airport shuttle from Zagreb Airport
to Hotel Dubrovnik. | got off near
the lower-town park. The shuttle
was enveloped by heavy fog,
with droplets streaming down the
windows. This was my introduction
to Zagreb.

Hotel Dubrovnik, originally built
in 1929 and renovated several
times later, was an edifice of
retro ornaments, marble floors
and vintage elevators, as well
as modern interior designs. The
hotel offers Italian and Croatian
cuisines. In the lobby, | saw my
travel guide Zlata Merlin in a

long khaki windbreaker. She had
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silver curly hair, bright eyes, and
a pair of wire-rimmed glasses.
She looked younger than her
age. "Hello, my name is Merlin. |
speak Chinese." she said, before
| had time to greet her. | was
taken aback that this old lady was
speaking Chinese so well. She
added, "l have been working for
foreign affairs in Beijing. | lived
there for several decades."

With a Croatia guide book in
my hand, | asked curiously: "It
says in the book that Croatian
coffee is really something special.
Could you take me to a café?" "l
don't know which ones are the

best because I'm not a big coffee

drinker myself." Merlin told me,
smiling, "How about we go see
the square first? Then I'll show
you around Zagreb."

So, we walked to Trg Bana
Jelaci¢a, a square named after
the governor-general Jelacica.
In the center of square stood his
bronze statue upon a horse, a
sword in his hand. The creamy
baroque architecture behind him
complemented the valiant posture
of Croatia's national hero.

The fountain on the square
is called MandusSevac. Legend
has it that an officer and his
troop were exhausted and
thirsty when they came through.
He ordered a girl named Manda
to fetch water from ManduSevac
and she prayed "Zegreb, Manduso"
while bailing water. This is often
considered to be the origin of
the city's name. A more credible
theory traces Zagreb to the
proto-Slavic word-grebs which
means hill, but this account
can't compete with a story about
beautiful girls.

A flock of bluish—grey pigeons
took flight as we walked along
the stone-paved road. They flew
around violinists and craftsmen in
the market, eavesdropping on the

whisper of lovers out on a date.
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An Architectural
Labyrinth

Pausing in front of a city
miniature in copper, Merlin said:
"Zagreb is divided into upper-town
and lower-town by llica Street,
which passes Trg Bana Jelaci¢a.
There is a new district to the south.
The buildings are newer as you
go south." We left the square and
headed towards the St.Mark's

Church. The 600-meter road was
packed with over 20 restaurants
and bars, with a broad range of
Belgian, Mexican, Spanish and
Italian food.

After a couple of minutes, we
got to the corner and passed
a stone gate with niches in it.
A bright-colored church came
into view. Going back to the
13th century, the small church
combines a Slavic bell tower with
a Romanesqgue nave. Its roof was
glazed mosaic painted in red, white
and blue, the same color scheme
as the Croatian flag. The tiles
recalled the coat of arms (white
castle against red background) of
Zagreb and Kraljevina Hrvatska i
Slavonija. The white marble wall
was interspersed with simple and
slim vaulted windows, giving this
fairytale cabin of a church a quaint
and solemn feel under its luminous
roof. A number of prominent
buildings, steeped in history, were
close by, such as the governor's
palace, the constitutional court and
the parliament. They were painted
with gentle pastel of white, yellow,
orange, pink, etc., reflecting the
city's calm spirit.

The church is only open to the

public during mass, so we didn't
get to enter. According to Merlin,
it housed the statues and murals,
created by renowned local sculptor
lvan Mestrovi¢ and painter Jozo
Kljakovi¢ respectively. "Actually,
you have seen lvan's works." she
expained, "The figure sculptures
that have long slender fingers
on the street and in the park are
carved by lvan Mestrovic,"

Not far from the dainty Basilica
di San Marco, is the towering
Cathedral of the Assumption of the
Blessed Virgin Mary - the 105m
twin towers rise toward heaven.
Wherever you are in Zagreb, it forms
the peak of the skyline. First taking
shape in 1092, this cathedral has
an even longer history than Basilica
di San Marco. In spite of multiple
reconstructions, the neo-Gothic
style was impressive to behold.

The Cathedral of the Assumption,
painted with the color of fromage,
looks more hospitable than
other ethereal gothic cathedrals
in Europe. The surroundings
are often buzzing with urban
life. There are magnificent
stained glass windows and vivid
depictions of God, angels and

disciples.
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Love and the Cable
Car

"Let's go! There is an exclusive
hangout for young people." Merlin
led me down a road strewn with
vintage cars to the Museum of
Broken Relations.

The Museum of Broken
Relations is a huge hit though it
was founded as recently as 2006.
It was hailed as the "most creative
museum in Europe" by the
Kenneth Hudson Award in 2011.
Walking through the lily-white
corridor, you'll find love maxims
in English on the left, and objects
concerning breakups on the right:
a pair of Valentino high—-heels with
rivets, a bunch of house keys, a
porcelain vase, an egg pan...Each
of these is a love story ending up
with breakup. The owners shared
their stories and regrets on the
display boards.

As | was lost in the fate of
these unhappy lovers, Merlin
suggested we leave this space of
heartbreak by the shortest cable
route in the world—nothing like
a cable ride to clear up a spell of
SOrrow.

The cable car started from
Lotr$¢ak Tower. The white trunk
and column-shaped tip reminded

me of the Kaiping watchtower
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in Jiangmen, Guangdong. Nails

were arranged in the shape of
X on the external wall. At 12AM,
guns thundered out a salute.
First installed at the end of the
16th century, the artilleries were
intended for Ottoman troops. It
wasn't until 1877 that the gunshot
turned into noonday signal. It has
since become a daily ritual for
locals, calling them to lunch. Only
vagabond tourists and pigeons on
the square would be startled.
Before boarding the cable,
we sat for a while under the
tower. A smiling old street artist
in a denim jacket and a Tiffany
blue beret was strumming a soft
and haunting tune on his wooden

guitar. His beret was embroidered
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with a heart-shaped emblem, the
symbol of Zagreb. At the top of the
guitar case were the flags of the
EU and Croatia. The hat laid out
to collect money was in the colors
of the national flag as well. The
colorful words of "ALL YOU NEED
IS LOVE" were written on the
case, in homage to the Beatles
song written by John Lennon.
Merlin and | climbed on the
Klein—-blue cable car after some
rest. She told me that the cable
car was put into service in 1888 to
connect upper-town with lower-
town. The vaulted cable car
started to slide down as we spoke,
passing through lush grape
vines. There were orange roofs
wherever we saw.
Descending from the
panoramic view of the higher area,
we dived into nooks and crannies
below the upper-town. We got
off the cable car, and discovered
to the west of the tower a hole
covered with grape vines - the
entrance of Gri¢ Tunnel. Originally
a track connecting air-raid
shelters during World War 11, it
was reopened to the public in the
1990s. Nowadays, it has become
the shortcut for locals between
streets and alleys. | said goodbye
to Merlin and agreed on a further

exploration for the next day.
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Long Streets in the
Market

The following day, we decided
to walk west from the Cathedral
of the Assumption of the Blessed
Virgin Mary. In the southwest was
Dolac Market which consisted of
outdoor and underground areas.
It is also known as the "belly of
Zagreb" because of abundant
and high—quality foodstuff. In the
market, peddlers waved to us,
touting rattan baskets and vases,
and puppets that danced on wire.
These puppets were in the form of
little girls, clowns and dogs, with
colorful yarn as hair and round
wooden hands. Merlin told me
proudly that their puppetry is world
renowned. Puppetry and puppet
cartoon is a marvelous expression
of Croatian culture. Cartoons like
The Adventures of Pinocchio and
Cowboy Jimmy are some of the
most popular classics. Each year,
the international puppetry art
festival takes place in Zagreb.

In the market, vegetables
ranging from yellow-tinged
peppers, ruddy round tomatoes,
to white garlics with a hint of
purple, plump eggplants, and
dark green cabbages were
neatly placed under rows of
red parasols. Bottles of local
honey were piled in the shape of

pyramid. You hardly saw young
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people here because it's like an
exclusive club for middle-aged
and elderly folks, who dashed
among the stalls with their baskets
and bags like attendees to a
dance party. Young people hang
out in cafés and snack shops on
the perimeter, sipping coffee next
to flowers in full bloom.

Going north from the market,
you will find Tkalc¢iceva Street
lined with macaron-colored town
houses and outdoor cafés. We
stopped in front of the sculpture
named Marija Juri¢ Zagorka.
Wearing a long dress with padded
shoulders, she looked stolidly

ahead, an umbrella decorated with

a bouguet of pale pink rose in her
hand. Merlin told me that Zagorka
in addition to being a great
Croatian writer and journalist,
was a pioneer campaigning for
women's right at the beginning of
the 20th century.

On the Strossmayer
Promenade near LotrS¢ak Tower
stood the sculpture of Antun
Gustav Matos, another Croatian
writer. It was more abstract than
the realistic style of Zagorka's.
With a large nose and deep-set
eyes, he sat in the middle of a
bench, legs crossed, arms resting
on the backrest. The bold lines

made the sculpture strikingly
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modern. It is nice to sit with the

writer and take in the view over the
lower-town if you need a break.

We went back to Dolac Market,
turned south, and continued down
a steep road paved with oval
stones. This was Radiceva Street,
alias "Long Street", one of the
oldest streets in Zagreb. Baroque
villas, old houses with iron
signboards and souvenir shops
were dotted along the street,
while graffiti lit up the faded walls.
Rummaging through a few shops,
| was delighted by some comic
puppets of Einstein, and grabbed
a load of Game of Thrones-

related souvenirs.
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Strolling about
lower-town

To the south of Trg Bana
Jelati¢a, the lower-town sprawls
out from a U-shaped cluster of
parks. Many museums, galleries
and universities are located
here. Walking down the streets
shaded by lush trees, Merlin and
| watched a blue tramcar slowly
making its way along the track.

Now and again we came
upon more statues, such as the
inventor Nikola Tesla created by
lvan, and another of his works
near the national theatre - The
Well of Life, a circular sculpture
of men huddling on their knees.
Another piece by Marija Ujevic¢
Galetovi¢, leaning against a
column on Vlaska Street, depicted
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the Croatian writer August Senoa.

Croatia Art Gallery had a
glass dome on top and fine
sculptures on external walls. As
| approached, | noticed there's a
painting show of Vlaho Bukovac,
a local symbolist painter. Vlaho
turned out to have been a royal
painter for several courts. Among
the works on display were images
of innocent childhood and some
captivating self-portraits.

Back from the gallery, we kept
strolling around in the street and
chatting. Jasmina i lutkice, a shop
selling handmade cloth dolls by the
namesake designer, caught our

eyes. The shop windows seemed

to be a peek in a fairytale world. Al

body parts of the dolls were stitched
together with various patterns
and fabrics, creating a fantastical
texture. There were angels with
wings, bears in sweaters, long-
eared rabbits, or dinosaurs with
spotted bellies. The guy in charge
was the designer's husband. He
told us that his wife's works had
certain distinctive features. For
instance, girls had cherry lips and
lower eyelashes composed of three
threads.

| picked up a grey rabbit with
a picture of carrot on yellow
background and bid farewell to
Merlin. Now this rabbit sits on my
office table, a lovely token of my

time in Zagreb.
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D EMRIRSE, A SRR RHETER
RS Et3S+HE (Rhodes and of Malta) , X4 “E
T’ BRNATEHABGRE ‘DR N= A%
TH, ARKAEESANINASURRLE, B8

HEER R AT, BRARRIRBE=A, BLER
R (B EFHIT) IEBENZIRLAA. BE
& T H PR ER L L H (Knights Hospitaller) =k
HRER S 229855 +H (The Order of St. John of
Jerusalem) , 11 AL FEBERIEUS, RRUMBSE £
EEM ‘=Kt H" 2—. BTERVIAVEREEEIEM
BAHZHIEERE, FFF 1113 FREHEEHRIA.

BT 129 FHEESHEREFRNTHMK
B, BB BANF 7 EEANBRIEZERIsHT, £
AILZZA, F 1309 FXHEIZES (Rhodes) .
ZEERBAN R B X E—NEBHRENE,
BTHTEZ RS —ERIFE 15622 F4 B R kR
Mo FERMKPEE D TIRBRIN 7 F£2 5, 1530
&, BTEFEHERET T (Pope Clement VII)
ME2EoHEEFEIE R (Emperor Charles
V) @S, RETSEMS, FESASEMEB L
B, sk T ERITSTEERE EA—RIRE,

1665 &, Ao —HRRET 2 2F kSR
EMEKRFRXIBRFR, TRIREAXAEBEKSEAML,
AMENEHETONEA, K54 1MN2BEE, 5
Bt TEEKREBD I R ER. R —F&TEH
BIRT, RERS 7 XIARFERER— X2 ER
MBE EfFfiFaEr “SEMERLE" (Great Siege
of Malta) »

Zit—1&, SEMBTAZZERN, N 585
Efthiat+E/ \ B+ E e #ET L. B
AREERNBTEBRKETARSHNERNSZ I, £
B RN TREVEN . A TS ‘B EMERE
HIBER], FEBBLRLLARNMESR LEENSILE - B - L3S

(Jean Parisot de la Valette) IE=F#5E
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BAAKERNTLA S ZLOHE
F# & (Saint John's Co-Cathedral)
ESEMXNMNINNSE, #8360
ZERNE, BEAPRIFHELRZ
HAREEN—FE, H=ETF 1573 FFF
A, RENRIERESE, AR KXE
HWHESEMHNERE 2 — HEIEE
B ARFEIRRIAE N, (HF—REE
2, RESVMHERIEI, RNERED
MR, EENEG—TEHHES.
KIBANEBE R, AENEBEXE
ER TN ER R NASREN, B1E
REEREZIALE, LRGSR 724984
B SNHTRIIMNESR 5. XERE
IR AMIMN R ESREZ—,
BXEHEBRRSIANHAR
EXLEERIENEM, MEREF
Fril ‘B8R AR — R
E7+ (Caravaggio) x KL 2 ME——
ERBEF —(Z2LPEIE)
(The Beheading of Saint John the
Baptist) .

1606 &, £ B 77 R # 118 5
FENIABETR TR TSEAM, K
LNSEMBTHARAKIS X & 4%
BEME (De Wignacourt) RIJEEIR,
= ERPRFEEMRRXTRSX
FHALE, BETUB TEBTHANE
FERIEAFHREM . TR FAL
BEFESEMOIME T IXIE(ZME
e ), FEEF N EAZAM0EEm
e 7T ECHE S, R EASEEY
SHEXIBESRIZIFARNER, TH
=BUA ERIBE, FAELEHIIREE A

Michael Attard Limited
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FLIERE, AIERAEFTMNSEAM
BTENEZEBBHRBEHEIFZA,
1608 & 8 BAR—R B~ BEH
EFNME EREDEMWBAL,
HEFRMHEINEL TSEA, 37
EREZ BB,

EXBEWAENERLE
A @RS RS EMmA, B
EMHEIE LBER, BREZE
R REBB LB TRSIE
KRB EF, IBEE A (old
mint street) EEHRIERABE.
HTEREIR EARE L, HEEE N
FeMmEBnnRsk, miEEmia
RE BRI LR SRAYBRLEBE IR
WL EARE, HXEHEER
TRERNEE. IBFE(RE
2) (X FHFEHE) MxE ZRp
(RDLLHR 3) WBELES,

EBEARERI—£EZHEEKN
e L, RUWEENAE. BER
ARG ARTE. BEAIMNES =
BXENRR. HAEE—RES
M A9 HEE 3 2 A OB TR BVTEE
FESHIIEBE—EX, XK
WHmMEe T EEFTHNRE 25
AT E, BRER S ANMO N E 4
HBEHENE, EMILAVIPR TEIN 5
H—2hRXIE. BEEXDRER
AT SRE N — ML AKITE
TEMEAN, BERERALIKRITE
1B S @ JEBXIX M S B ERE I,
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MBS A — @R, EoMORENA £
B+ =% FE (Upper Barrakka Gardens)
MBI ERERE, XE2REEHHENREE
AEE BERBHENTERNREEHFEZS
NIBHOXEBEAZR—IT B 68/RES
A9 22 & 1 (Monument to Sir Alexander
Ball) . ®RAEZW FEHRERNZF K
BOZ b, BEABXFBEHFAALE, t2
= REERETIEN—E8D, MEFRE, &
XA E BRI X, ErTLABEE 2
MKE, URKEBWEIO=1E 5% (Three
Cities) »

= 18 &% ¥ B Senglea. Vittoriosa #0
Cospicua = EEE 285, TS EME R
o, BENENX=EE223E(ETH
FBEFRIMEM, £ 1565 EABEIKAT, &
BRI £ EFFER St.Peter & St.Pauls £
L2XBRRITSENFIRXIBHIHT, ih
FLERNREERNFE L, TLERTHHN
St.Peter & St.Pauls 282X, HESHIXE
MBALRIZT 8118, NI XLEEESREIN
KK, ME BT IRATFIKEAIALIE, X LE
ABIEEX 12 SF0 16 RATER=ISIE.

BIEDDE LT FFLEBmAY Y l, 1L
YRS, WEN=EREEE0REXE R
EEHHXSTEE, NS REMEHNS
B, THREINEEER N EBALT, 12
BEERXENEE, MBNE—RER, —
JIARREE LAXNIES, BRNFE
AR

FEMENERENFHENERES
—%F, KT RRRESENERUNE, BB
HERESENDSEMFEANST. BX
M FREEEZK. RKEEBHEEH TN
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175 HE T —REIRIT APP LiFT S A9
BT, BFAK, AA/NKEF. LI ERE
TEWEBHENZ/N, [EEREER—
AHEE L RIRES, MBREEETIIO
NEATFE, L2 RERBHHELE
FHER—E=PNRS LA LUEHIXZ
—FIBERIEAFE T,

IZ5E—MERRBEAE, ERITES
HISK, iSRRI SO, BXBE
R KBS SR RAELZ AL, LRI
IRERRIMNE S eSS, s L
BB ARRE. IRITAXRNRRE
BT HERIE, BBALZNEFRENET
EEET.
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First Encounter

As the plane descended, a
tawny—brown island appeared out
of nowhere in the mesmerizing blue
of the Mediterranean. The engines
rumbling and the fuselage shaking,
we landed firmly on the runway
of Malta International Airport.
The low yellow stone buildings
around the airport and the azure
Mediterranean in the distance
were familiar images, even though
it's my first visit to Malta. I'd seen
such scenes in so many Hollywood
movies that | couldn't help picturing
dramatic smokes of landing gears
upon impact.

It is only a dozen minutes' drive

from Malta International Airport to
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Valletta, the capital of Republic of
Malta. Passing the huge Trident
fountain in front of the city gate and
crossing the bridge, | saw the street
rise and dip with the rolling hills into
the distance. Walking along the
narrow cobbled street lined with
a multitude of cars, | saw colorful,
stylish wooden balconies above. An
old city mixing medieval, baroque
and Renaissance styles with the
Middle East touch unfolded to my
eyes. The city of Valletta is built on
a peninsula, and from the city gate
you can see Fort Saint EImo at the
end of the main road and the blue
Mediterranean behind it.

| walked down the main road to

St. George's Square in the center
of the old city, and next to it was the
famous Grandmaster's Palace. Built
in the 16th century, it used to be the
center of power in Malta and across
the Mediterranean. Even Napoleon
once stayed here. With a traditional
Maltese layout, the Grandmaster's
Palace is surrounded by two-story
houses, rectangular in shape. The
center of the building is a garden
thickly planted with citrus trees and
a pond of various kinds of fish from
Sicily. It felt solemn and quiet.
Though relatively simple inside
compared to the grand palaces
in continental Europe, the palace
contains a collection of portraits
of the leaders of Order of Malta
and French Gobelins tapestries
bestowed by Grand Master Ramon
Perellos, as well as more than
5,000 sets of full body armor worn
by knights from the 16th to 18th
centuries. These artifacts are a
microcosm of Maltese history.
Beside many European
countries, Malta, covering an area
of only 316 square kilometers with
just over half a million people, may
seem obscure, but it has played
a crucial role in European history
anchored. In the center of the

Mediterranean, it faces the island
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of Sicily across the sea and North
Africa to the south, guarding the
entrance to the Strait of Sicily, hejr.]ce
it is sometimes called the "Heart
of the Mediterranean". Givenefwe
Mediterranean's importance to the
entire Europe, there is even a saying
that who controls Malta contr‘o’ls the
Mediterranean; who controls the
Mediterranean controls the center of

the world.
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Legendary Order of
Malta

Speaking of the history of
Malta, the central figure is the
legendary Sovereign Military
Hospitaller Order of Saint John
of Jerusalem, of Rhodes and
of Malta. Its "territory" is only
two buildings in Rome with
three "citizens". However, it has
permanent observer status at the
United Nations General Assembly
as quasi-sovereign. Standing
behind the three citizens are tens
of thousands of members (knights
and priests) and volunteers. The
Order of Malta, originally known

as the Knights Hospitaller or the
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Order of St. John of Jerusalem, was founded
in Jerusalem in the 11th century and is one of
the most prominent military orders in European
history. Originally set up to care for the sick or
wounded pilgrims, the Order was recognized
by the Holy See in 1113.

By 1291, with Christianity retreating in
the Middle East, the Order had to abandon
Palestine for Cyprus, where it stayed for a
short time, and withdrew to Rhodes in 1309.
As the only Christian armed force in the entire
eastern Mediterranean, the Order in Rhodes
stood their ground until 1522, when they were
forced back to Europe. After seven years
of displacement on the continent, the Order
arrived on the island of Malta in 1530 on the
orders of Pope Clement VII and Emperor
Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor, and was
renamed the Order of Malta, becoming a thorn
in the side of the Ottoman Empire.

In 1565, the high and mighty Ottoman
Emperor Suleiman | decided to remove this
thorn once and for all, sending an army upon
Malta. Faced with an enemy many times their
size, the Order pulled off a victory after more
than four months of fierce fighting, with the
city largely destroyed and half of its members
killed in battle. It became famous in European
history as the Great Siege of Malta.

The battle earned the Order of Malta
notoriety across Europe, and ships bearing the
Order's Octagonal Cross had the run of the
Mediterranean. The previously cash-strapped
Order received support from many European
countries to build a new capital on the island.
In honor of the victory, the new capital was
named after Jean Parisot de la Valette, then

commander of the Order of Malta.
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Gorgeous
Cathedrals

Not far from the Grandmaster's
Palace is Saint John's Co-
Cathedral. There are more than
360 churches in Malta, a tiny
island country, but Saint John's
Co-Cathedral is hands-down
the most important among them.
Constructed in 1573, it is associated
with one of the bishops in Malta
despite its name. The yellow walls
and decorations on the outside
are simple and rudimentary, like
those of a fortress. When | got in,
however, we found the interior to
be lavishly decorated, with every
inch of the walls adorned with gold,
marble or frescoes. The heavy
use of Baroque elements include
interleaved carved stone walls,
vaults and side altars depicting
scenes from the life of St. John.
The cathedral is considered one
of the most beautiful churches in
Europe.

However, the main attraction
of the cathedral is not the ornate
decorations, but the largest and
only signed painting The Beheading
of Saint John the Baptist. by
Caravaggio, the "Father of Baroque
Art".

In 1606, Caravaggio fled
a murder charge in Naples to

Malta, and sought asylum from
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De Wignacourt, the head of the
Order at that time. De Wignacourt
appreciated his genius and offered
a pardon in exchange for him to
remain as the Order's official painter.
Caravaggio painted The Beheading
of Saint John the Baptist in Malta,
forming his signature with St John's
blood on the bottom of the canvas. He
created this painting as an indictment
of human brutality, especially political
persecution, and as a call to stop
senseless killing. Unfortunately,
Caravaggio's honeymoon phase with
the Order did not last long. At the end
of August 1608, he was arrested and
imprisoned in Malta due to his drunk
and disruptive habits. He was expelled
from the islands by the end of the year
and died two years later.

The peninsula where Valletta's
old city is perched slopes from the
southwest to the northeast bay, so that
streets rise up the hills, many of them
steep and arduous to walk. Among
the many long, winding roads, Old
Mint Street is the most spectacular.
Standing on the steep slope, | couldn't
see the end as it reached for the sea.
Rows upon rows of colored wooden
windows of the mustard yellow
buildings on both sides added a vibrant
edge to the street. The blockbusters
Munich, The Da Vinci Code and the
recently released Jurassic World 3
were filmed here.

Wandering down the narrow

streets, | discovered the soul of Valletta
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in the multicolored wooden windows,

elaborate wooden doors, sculptures,
and sturdy facades. You could easily
linger for a day just at cafes smelling
of freshly roasted beans or neat
flower shops around the corner. This
small town has something of Seville's
elegance, Rome's classical glory,
Jerusalem's starkness and Beirut's
capricious pulse, with a hint of Middle
East beneath the European exterior.
Valletta, in its fusion of influences,
is like an ever elusive beauty. No
wonder it holds an enduring appeal for

Hollywood directors.
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Beguiling Night

Heading south from Old
Mint Street, | reached the Upper
Barrakka Gardens and then the
Lower Barrakka Gardens. These
are two major gardens in Valletta.
The Lower Barrakka Gardens,
on the lower side, are home to a
Romanesque marble Monument
to Sir Alexander Ball. The more
famous Upper Barrakka Gardens,
originally the private garden of the
[talian knights and part of Valletta's
fortifications, are located above
the Grand Harbor and offer an
excellent view of Valletta's harbor

town, and out to the entire Grand
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Harbor and the Three Cities

opposite it.

The Three Cities consisted of
three forts: Singles, Vittoriosa and
Corsica. These three forts across
the bay were the main positions
held by the Order during the 1565
siege of Malta. At the time the forts
of St.Peter and St.Pauls, where
Upper Barrakka Gardens are
located, were used by the Ottoman
army to set up artillery. The platform
of Upper Barrakka Gardens has
a view of forts St. Peter and St.
Pauls below. There are still eight
cannons here today, no longer war
machines, but signal cannons for

telling the time and celebration,
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The guns are fired every day at noon and
4PM.

| happened to be there just as the
cannons were fired for the afternoon
ceremony. The towering walls of the
Three Cities stood immovable, while the
once bloodstained bay now echoed with
the foghorns of cruise ships. Sitting on a
bench in a Greek-style garden, | waited for
the sunset over Valletta. Like a curtain,
the setting sun closed off the hustle
and bustle of the day to usher in the
enchanting night.

As the evening lights switched on,
Valletta transformed from a medieval
fortress into a romantic southern European
town. Its warm Mediterranean climate allows
Malta a mix of Spanish, Italian and Greek
cuisines. Not far from Old Mint Street, |
tracked down a restaurant highly rated on
a travel App. It's a small place of five or
six tables, not to open for another half an
hour. The owner was the only person in the
restaurant preparing for business, and | had
to wait on the street outside. He showed
no particular concern of inviting me in—a
thoroughly Italian restaurant judging from
the nonchalance alone.

Restored by a delicious meal of
seafood, | slowly made it back to the gate
of the old city, where buskers in hiding from
the Mediterranean sun during the day,
began to set up stereos, strum guitars and
perform marvelous street magic near the
gate. If Valletta belongs to the past during
the day, at this moment it stirs with the

present life.
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