Tongeren
On one of our culture days, the group was keen to visit Tongeren, reputed to be the oldest town in Belgium.  Modern-day Tongeren is a city of around 30,000 people, very aptly twinned with Rome. In the main square of the town there is a statue of Ambiorix, the leader of the local Eburones tribe who rebelled against the Roman invaders but was ultimately defeated by Julius Caesar. Under the reign of Emperor Augustus, Gaul was divided into provinces, and Civitas Tungrorum (the administrative region including Tongeren) belonged to the province of Gallia Belgica. Tongeren is strategically placed on a highway between Boulogne and Cologne in the Flemish region of Limburg. A navigable stream, the Jeker, runs through the south of the town and into the Maas River.
The town plan

In the time of Emperor Tiberius (14-37 AD) Tongeren developed a distinctly Roman appearance, becoming the political, cultural and spiritual centre of the region. Like other Roman towns, the layout of Tongeren was built around two main roads (north-south and west-east), with a forum, temple and baths at the highest point of the town. There was also an aqueduct, constructed from clay as there were no local quarries. Some of the Roman constructions can still be seen, including part of the city wall with its towers and gates. When built in the second century AD, when Atuatuca Tungrorum attained the status of Municipium, the wall was 4km long. 
Trade

A wide range of food, dyes, earthenware etc was traded in the Roman era. There was a grain store complex (horreum) at the edge of the city to hold the produce of the surrounding farms; other rural products included cow hide and bone. The Romans imported different varieties of fruit and introduced more use of wine, olive oil, shellfish, figs and herbs.   From 150 AD Roman coinage was in common use amongst tradesmen, which facilitated the development of local markets as residents could buy goods with the small change in circulation. 
Country villas

There were a number of wealthy farmers living in the area who created large agricultural concerns. These farmers lived in villas outside the city limits, and gradually replaced the small-scale farmers and their traditional stall houses. The wealthy had their own burial mounds (tumuli) separate to the communal graveyards, a few of which can still be seen.
The end of the Roman era
Towards the end of the second century AD the climate was worsening and intensive farming had resulted in decreasing grain yields. The population of this northern area of Gaul was in turn declining. There was regular coming and going of German bands of invaders, and a large incursion in about 250AD. Some 25 years later, Tongeren was burned down in another invasion. The Romans built reinforcement points along the Boulogne-Cologne highway; Tongeren became a military base, and homes outside the defensive city wall were demolished. German tribes began to settle in the area and gradually adopted the local Roman culture. In the early fourth century, the Romans gave up control of northern Gaul and towards the end of that century the first Merovingian (German) king, Cloris, came to power. The culture was distinctly Germanic, and by this time Christianity was the dominant faith. By the beginning of the fifth century there was a church on the site where the Basilica now stands in Tongeren. 
The medieval period is not well documented, but several churches and cloisters in Tongeren date from that time and the 13th-centrury béguinage (town within a town) in Tongeren is a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

We saw a number of archaeological finds from the vicinity of Tongeren at the newly reopened Gallo-Roman museum, which attempts to bring the Roman era to life with audio-visual and interactive resources as well as the traditional exhibits. Another attraction in Tongeren is the Sunday flea market, which draws visitors from as far as the US to the antiques halls and stalls around the Veemarkt. Some of the EUCAN group got up at an early hour on a freezing day to explore the market at its busiest...I preferred the warm museum, and coffee and pancakes at a café on the Grote Markt. 
