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For reader




03.07.2007 /


01.03.2020





This is a true story of my years as a travel guide. I don't remember all the events by date.


Names of persons in this book has been changed. However, all the events and blunders are full fact.


In 1949 the first charter flight was made by Finnair (at the time Aero Oy) to Nice. A couple of years later, Brothers Karhumäki (later Kar-Air) was followed. The actual boom began in the 1960s. Aurinkomatkat was founded in 1963. The Finns were introduced to the secrets of charter travels by Kalevi Keihänen. Keihäs (spear) - or Seiväs (haystack) matkat (as they were called with humour) was founded in 1965. At that time, Denmark already had two large travel agencies, Spies and Tjäreborg. Tjäreborg first landed in Finland in 1966 and a year later Spies.


In the beginning the first travellers were very dependent on guides. Language skills were almost non-existent. Finnish restaurants established in Spain and lived in their golden age. On the tour busses, Finnish songs often rumbled under the leading by the guide. Little by little, the “people of Härmä (knife-fighters from North)” learned to cope more on their own and their language skills increased. In the 1990s, the guide was still an important element of support and safety for pax.


Today, the life of guide is not as wild as it was in the 1990s.


However, the work is still about the same. The number of guides at the destinations has been decreased and services have been reduced.


Holidays on your own was impossible to even consider in the 1990s. Or that the guide would meet at the airport but wouldn’t follow on the bus. Or the destination would be completely without guide. Guides yes but no Finnish speaking ones. Instead of Finnish guide the post would be handled by a Scandinavian guide or a local travel agency. Communication would require at least some sort of English language skills. Not to mention cruises. A couple of weeks on a ship that doesn't have a single Finnish-speaking staff. Mobile phones have also changed the way guides work. There are now destinations “on your own” where the guide can be reached by phone from a neighbouring town or even another island.


I dedicate this book to my parents with the greatest love. They have always encouraged and supported me with the choices I’ve made.


I would also like to thank everyone who contributed to the completion of this booklet and all who have supported me in the process.




The agony of creation


This epic originated from a joke I often told to my clients “bee good or you’ll hear from me”. Little by little the idea started to ripen. “Damn it, I’ll do it!” I once some years ago started to write, but I wasn’t into it. At that time I “only” had an electrical typewriter. I was burning more correction tape as got some text on the paper. That's another reason to give up.


Let this scribble to be the greatest tribute to the computer time and to honour all great authors. They have done hard work using both physical and mental power to type enormous books. If something had to be changed, add or left away on paragraph, the only option was to write the whole page again. They must have had enormous nerves and a strong will to write.


It took me a dozen years. At the end of June 2007, I spent a sleepless night. I guess it was a full moon. All sorts of thoughts cruised in my mind. Suddenly the text started to come just like that. Due to my laziness, I didn’t get up to tap, even though the Sandman had clearly already forgotten me.


On July 3, 2007, I started to work. For half a day I spent researching stamps on my old passports. Whit the help of these, I could make the timeline for each season. I also developed a card file for each season. Boldly said! It was pieces of paper one for every season, where I wrote happenings I could remember. Sometimes I added some, sometimes deleted one.


Then the actual writing began. This book begins in much the same way as the first one I destroyed earlier. One has an incredible computer - memory. While writing, I remember new events and stories one after the other, those I have stored between these covers.


The work progressed really fast, even though I did it alongside my daily work. Was it the agony of creation then? No. It was really fun! The first version was born too quickly. My friend Matti-Juhani Koponen (ret. literary critic) gave a crushing verdict. Once as a child, sometime in the 1980s, I wrote a novel. I sent it to a publisher in Tampere. The publisher “Uncle Jammu” had clearly read my piece, judging by the smell of pipe tobacco in my book and letter I’ve received. Jammu said my epic didn’t fit into their publishing program. However, he encouraged me to continue writing and among other things to join the “’Pencil Circle”at Work People's College. The kind words were encouraging, but I was depressed. Shit! I'm not a writer. Now I experienced the same. Shit!


I let the book to rest for almost a year. Until once again. On March 12, 2008 I decided. Hell! If there has been power in me to have been a guide, I’ll certainly have it to write my memories on the paper. Weather someone wants it or not.




Where it all started, i.e. Spies-College 08.01-03.02.1990


“Good morning ladies and gentleman and welcome on board Finnair flight to Palma De Mallorca” was the flight attendant’s greeting. It was a frosty morning in January. The air was sunny. I sat in my seat and looked out the window as the plane took off into the sky. Helsinki and Helsinki-Vantaa Airport were left behind.


I had been discharged from the army yesterday after an eleven month period of duty. I had been dreaming of career as steward for years. Once, I got a Spies travel brochure on my hands. There was an ad about about the Spies College.


“Do you want to be a guide, an air guide, or flight attendant?” Two girls and two boys in the ad were smiling in the southern sun by the pool. Steward yes! One of the boys had a Spies tie tied for too long on purpose, so the rest he had penetrated inside his pants. Looked really cool. My idol. In fact, I used the same look throughout my Spies career. The ad continued “The two-month course had two parts: first month about guide profession and the second month would be the airline Conair’s and flight attendant part. The course could lead to the profession of guide, air guide and stewardess or steward. However, it later became clear that the ad was misleading. Namely, Finns were neither accepted as air guides nor as stewards. I had no intention to become a guide.


I had applied to participate the College and had been elected. With the help of the General Staff of Finnish Army, I managed to arrange myself an exemption permit to obtain a passport a few days before my official dischargement and here I was now on my way to the sun in Palma. I had butterflies in my stomach. Although I was already twenty and used to being away from home, the idea of two months in a foreign environment was an exciting idea.


After lunch the toilet queue started to form in the aisle of the plane. I heard a girl telling someone in the queue that she was on her way to the guide school. Now I “knew” at least one future classmate. I knew there would be quite many of us and all over the Nordic countries. The total amount surprised me later.


When the plane landed after four hours, a warm cow breath flooded through the door into the cabin. There was about the same amount of + degrees in Palma as there was - degrees in Finland. After the customs, we were greeted by our purple uniformed guides. I was directed to a bus that would cycle through Terreno to Magaluff, where our course would be held.


When guests at the Gomilla Park Hotel left, there were twelve course participants left on the bus in addition to me. And all the others were girls. At first everyone was a little bit shy. But gradually we started to introduce ourselves. One of the girls was an impossible chatter. She told story after another nonstop. Her name was Taina and she told us to have quitted her job on a boat and was determent to become a travel guide. It must have been this humour full Taina, who also came up with the phrase J- P and the other girls.


On the way to Magaluff our guide Sari told us what was to be expected. In the afternoon we would already have program. We would be altogether about two hundred students. The languages during lessons would be Swedish and mainly Danish. Oh Boy! Even if I had studied so called long Swedish (the first foreign language) in school, the idea of Danish as a main language wasn’t attempting.


We would be accommodated in double rooms. I wondered who would be my room mate? Sari also said that we Finns were the last ones to arrive. The lessons would take place in the two neighbouring hotels. The morning lessons as a whole group and afternoon in smaller groups.


When the bus finally curved up in front of the Hotel Guadalupe Sol, we took our bags and went to the reception. Jösses (softer impression for Jesus) what a shabby hotel. Sari gave us the keys and reminded of the afternoon's program. I got a room alone, well better that way. Some of the students had paid an extra fee for their room alone. The course cost about 2,000 grandmothers Marks, including lessons, accommodation and all meals. When comparing holidays of similar length in Mallorca with all meals, the difference which was left for lessons was only a couple hundred Marks. Not Bad.


In the afternoon we walked to the Barbados hotel next door. Well, if there was no praise in the lodgement, then this hotel was just a dumb. The hotel was otherwise empty, only our course would fill it in the mornings. We got our own folders containing the course material, as well as the Guide-Manual “Our Bible”. A book that would follow you throughout your career. The main instructions for working as a guide were written between these covers. How to make excursions, what to do in the hotel service. Summa sumarum what had to do and were not allowed to do. Each student received a Spanish textbook and a name badge with number on it. The number, which you always had to tell the course secretary Hanne every morning. She kept record of who was involved in the classes and who was not. My number was 123, i.e. en to tre, my first Danish words I learned. The first lesson began in the huge theatre hall or auditorium. Good grief! I didn’t understand a lot when the course leader Eva introduced the future evens to us, fluently in Danish. We also heard that the internal language of Spies would be Danish. Well, I guess you have to start learning it. Fortunately, I have head for learning languages quite easily. The course would be pretty intense and we would have exams too. Only those who have satisfactorily completed the course and according to the need would be hired as guides.


Eva also talked about salary. The guide would be covered by a basic salary and a kost tillaeg (living supplement). It varied depending on the price level of the destination. In Spain and Greece it would be less, while in England and America it would be higher. The basic salary for a beginner guide was about 2,000 Danish crowns and kost tillaeg another 2,000. With this salary one wouldn’t get rich, but given notice that the salary was tax-free and housing free, not bad. The salary would be just your spending money. Spies paid a fair salary compared to many other travel agencies those days. The worst pay check at the time was at Fritidsresor, so I’ve heard.


At dinner, we Finns moaned a bit. We started to feel like we were just filling in the left over seats and there’s no way we would be hired as guides. And it was unfair to us, that Danish was the teaching language. We didn't understand anything. Some of the girls were having terrible difficulties even with Swedish. Slowly, slowly I started to be familiar with Danish language.


The first actual lesson dealt the history of Spies. Eva waffled something about the solvogn (free translation sun carriage) i.e. Spies logo. Solvong was a Viking-era amulet of fortune. It was found in archaeological excavations to my recollection from Iceland. With some trick, Simon Spies got the exclusive right to use the solvong as his company logo. The following explains how well I understood Danish in the beginning. In the first exam, there was a question what there is on the Spies logo. Well, there’s the sun, but was the animal horse or a dog? I looked at the logo on the wall of the auditorium for a long time. From the short tail, I deduced that it was a dog. Finland Zero Points. (Commonly known from the Eurovision Song Contest). It was a horse.


Eva went on to tell about the beginnings of Spies Rejser (Spies Travels). Simon had founded the company in 1956. Brochures or better ads for the first trip to Mallorca, Simon distributed door to door by bicycle. The trip was made by bus and boat. That's where it all started. The popularity of traveling increased, so did Spies travel.


More destinations came and flying entered the picture. The need for own airline also gave birth to Conair. Flying Enterprise had gone bankrupt and in 1965 Spies bought the bankruptcy estate. This is how the airline Conair was born.


In the 1960s, Simon attracted attention by moving around the world wearing a long fur coat and surrounded by young women.


Kalevi Keihänen did the same in Finland. There is an eternal debate which one created this image first Simon or Kalevi. The truth is probably that Simon imitated Kalevi.


1983 Simon married 21-year-old Janni Brodersen. Simon was a very well-liked leader. He was polite and considerate to his employees.


There was always eyes for beautiful women, so it’s no wonder that Simon spotted the young and beautiful messenger girl Janni.


According to Eva, the marriage was more a friendship agreement than marriage. HHMM! The truth, of course is, that if Simon had died without an heir, the Danish state would have grabbed the entire tourism empire. Simon Spies died on April 16, 1984.


The next morning, after breakfast, we gathered again in the same auditorium. Now, even a few Swedes began to complain out loud that they couldn’t understand Danish. Blamey. Well, it must be really difficult language then. In the afternoon there would be the first Spanish lesson at the Hotel Martinique Sol. Likewise across the street. Brand new hotel, but completely empty. Only we “Spies” would fill it after lunch and siesta. Big hotels completely empty? Why? Mallorca is more of a “summer” destination and the season was still in its infancy. In addition, Magaluf is located far away from the center of Palma. Spies had apparently made a good deal with the hotels when organizing a guide school during a quieter time.


We were divided into smaller groups according to whether we were beginners or already knew some Spanish. To determine the level of knowledge, a Spanish test was given in front of our nose.


With the help of French, I managed to translate a piece of text with the result that I got into a group of people who knew some Spanish already. Jösses! After all, I didn't know Spanish at all. Spanish is a pretty easy language to learn and I grabbed it quite easily. I must admit that I only learned “guide Spanish”. Should I discuss about Spanish foreign policy in Spanish, I’d miss my mother.


In the evening we were taken to a large disco. We were given a few drink vouchers. I ordered Bacardi Coke and Jesus it was strong. One could say it was a glass of Bacardi with a dash of Coke to give colour. But as a brave Finn, I had a few of them during the evening.


I felt pretty dam awful in the morning. During the break, I march to the coffee automat in the lobby. Damn it! I pressed the sugar button by accident. Uh, let it be. I took my disposable mug and went back to my seat. I sipped my coffee and got my mouth full of some powder like. I spat the coffee back into the mug and looked at what the hell there was in the mug. Dead ants! And then we, me and my mug, were taken to the toilet. I don’t recommend trying ant-flavoured coffee especially in a heavy hangover morning.


So the first month was Spies part and learning the skills of a travel guide. We practiced using the microphone, first aid and performing in general. Of a sentence or better phrase of our Swedish teacher Göran became a legend. The microphone should be held with the thumb attached to the jaw. “That way it would be so safe so safe” ("Så är det så Trygg så Trygg"). It would stay on it’s place in the swinging bus and passengers could hear all the narration without breaks or interference.


Everyone in turn HAD to step on stage to introduce themselves and answer Göran’s questions. The thought almost panicked us. The first to venture onto the stage was one of the oldest pupils, a Swedish woman in her forties. In her own words, she was so terrified, that she could faint. It really wasn’t easy to go in front of about 230 students holding a microphone for the first time in life.


After her, volunteers ran out and teachers started to go according to the student numbers. When it was my turn, I had “chocolate” in my pants. My voice trembled and the microphone adventured here and there. The most interesting question for Göran was why do you want to be a guide? What I answered, I don’t remember. I survived this test. I was used to performing a lot in front of my class room during school years, but now there over were two hundred heads in the audience. Just a tiny little difference.


After the first week, a couple of students had gone home by milk train. Homesickness had attacked. The youngest course participants were in their twenties and the oldest was in her 50s, woman from Iceland. She was family-oriented, but missed a career change. Did she become a guide? Not that I’m aware of. At least I never heard of her since. After all, Spies' principles at the time were that the guides should be young. Spies made trips from Finland, Sweden and of course Denmark. There may have been no demand for an Icelandic guide. If Danish was a difficult language, then Icelandic was Hebrew. I always spoke English with Vigdis.


We had a tight schedule. Morning hours, then lunch and afternoon hours. Evening program almost every evening. There were disco nights and pub crawls. On one of these tournees, among other things, there was a competition where a girl is lying on her back on a table and nuts are poured on top off her. Boy whose eyes are blinded with a scarf had to eat all the nuts without using hands. Me and my partner won this competition and the surprise prize was Bacardi Coke. Jihaa! On the same tour, our teacher Göran aroused astonishment with his clothing. He was a former actor who now had quite weird clothes and more makeup than any of the girls. During the evening, it also became obvious that Göran was gay. He was chasing a couple of boy students almost nonstop.


A couple of evenings later, a gala dinner was held at the Hotel. The tables groaned with delicacies. The dining room was decorated with Finnish, Swedish and Danish flags.


Not to forget the Spies flags. After we have overeated ourselves, the Bub crawl began. Spies ’paper miniature flags fluttered as the whole gang stepped into the Cafe Opera bar. Our teacher, Action Jackson, gave the funniest performance of the evening. Two girls and two boys performed on the balcony. They were to exchange clothes with each other, girl for boy clothes and vice versa. The noise of the two hundred encouragers was massive.


During the course we were taught by Finns Sari and Kaarina, and by Swedes Göran, Anders and Bettina. However, the majority were Danes Eva, Action Jackson, Jens and a couple of air guides. At the time, I thought the job of an air guide could be fun. You fly with your customers to your destination. On the flight, you are assisting the cabin crew. In a week as a guide and back home. Later, the heaviness of the work became to my knowledge. And again, this work was only for Danish.


The only Finnish lessons we had, were excursion exercise and a transfer exercise an exams of those. A transfer is a bus transportation from airport to hotels and vice versa. Both exercises were held on a moving bus. For the excursion test, we received a Manual, which is an information package that include things you should tell during the excursion at that destination. Although the exercise lasted no more than ten minutes per head, studying the material by heart was a real challenge. I remember, mine was a city tour in Tenerife.


My guidening itself tangled, even though the facts were memorized correctly. It was damn hard to “pull” an excursion when no real view was visible. On the left is the market hall and on the right the main church. I had by my laziness practiced only the required ten-minute portion. Now in reality, I finished my part in record time. I looked at Kaarina. He showed me two fingers. TWO MINUTES left!! God damn, what now? I started “composing” all potash from the summer market and churches from my head.


I had been caught, but Kaarina looked pleased as I walked embarrassed to the back of the bus after my performance.


Probably one reason why I was elected as guide. You can talk Bullshit just like that.


According to the rules, for safety reasons, we had to nod at the guide seat. Standing on a moving bus was forbidden. However, the rule was violated, especially if the driver gave his permission. Until the end of my career, the hardest part was remembering which side was right and which was left. Especially if you were face to face with customers. In that case, one had to remember to turn right and left according to audience’s point of view.
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It would be embarrassing to talk about the existing market hall (on your left side). When on their left, was a brothel. Well the market hall too, but still.


In the middle of the first month, my classmate Birgit spent her birthday. By the way, Birgit was the girl who on the flight in a toilet queue told about her participation in a guide school. One can guess that the ripple of conversation was loud. After all, we were thirteen in Birgit’s double room. The evening in Birgit and her roommate Merja's room began with a happy pop of a bottle of sparkling wine. The evening continued into Magaluf’s nightlife until the wee hours.


It was nice that we were “once” altogether as one gang. We Finns drew the same opposition towards Danish as teaching language. Despite a sense of togetherness, our group split into several smaller groups. I used to walk around with Meri and Tiina. For one week we had addition from Steven from England, who was vacationing and staying at the same hotel. Sunday was our day off. That’s when we four left to Palma center with a local bus. The center had somehow become familiar. After all, we had already done the city tour there as part of the course program.


Although the course was pretty theory focused, we also did some excursions. The first was a city tour to the island’s capital, Palma. It is the twelfth largest population center in Spain. Palma, or Palmaria, was established by the Romans as their camp and base. In the 13th and 14th centuries, the island belonged to the Kingdom of Majorca. James II of Aragon built Bellveder Castle, which was used as a prison until the 1950s.


Someone has taken a photo of me with a prisoner chains around my neck. The absolute symbol of Palma is the Cathedral of La Seu. A Gothic-style church was built on the site of the mosque. We also walked on Paseo Martimo, Palma’s most famous and busiest pedestrian street.


A slightly longer excursion was to the Valldemosa / Soller area. In the 1830s, composers Frederik Chopin and George Sands lived here. Along the way, we also visited the Majorica jewellery factory. The first factory was established as early as 1897. From the factory store I bought Majorica pearls as gifts for my mother. After all, those pearls are world-famous authentic artificial pearls.


We also made an excursion to the dragon caves in Porto Cristo - Coves del Drac. They were first discovered by a gentleman named E.A. Martel in 1896. A huge, indescribable stalactite cave cross with the main gallerie alone 150 meters long.


A magnificent light show with classical music playing background was shown at the “auditorium” made by nature.


No Spain without the Pig Party. Of course, this too we had to experience one night. A great dance show, flamengo, a Mexican orchestra, a magician turning a girl into a tiger, a quilting horse and at the end of the evening with the evergreen tunes by The Driffters. During the evening, of course, we ate pork. Nöf nöf.


Outside whole pig carcases on rotisserie in grill welcomed us when we arrived. There was enough wine available, although not indefinitely as in the 1970s. After all, the pig party at that time was a real swinish party. From those days, we had apparently become more civilized.


The course was really tight, as I already mentioned. Although quite fun. We crammed travel terms and Spanish verbs. I waited impatiently for Conair's part. Our funniest lessons dealt with Spies Cabaret. Samples of the program numbers were first presented by our teacher, led by Anders from Sweden, who was the father of the whole idea. We laughed to death for the play back numbers that later became so familiar and AH! so dear.


A small group of students was assembled and they presented their own show a week later. “Surprisingly” we Finnish weird language members were not accepted into the group. I don't remember if we were even willing to participate. One of the best numbers was a presentation of Conair’s new uniforms. At that time, the entire staff, both guides and air guides and Conair crew, wore the same uniform. Excluding pilots. Dark purple, better dark plum coloured suit and white shirt. A purple-white striped bow for girls and a tie with the same pattern for boys. The only difference was the badge. The guides had only the Spies logo, the air guides had the same logo plus the text Air-Guide and wings. The people of Conair had their own Conair logo - sun surrounded by the letter C. In the new uniforms, the girl wore a shirt with a bare back and only an apron.


The boys' pants revealed a naked butt.




[image: ]


Uniform in front
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And back





The most impressive day of the course was taking a class picture. The entire herd of two hundred students and ten teachers gathered on a nearby cliff. The photo is A-4 in size and it fills the entire page of one of my albums. I actually hide in the picture effectively behind someone. I can only be recognized by the dark glasses. After all, darkening glasses were in fashion those days. It’s insane that even though the photographer took the shot from the opposite shore of the narrow strait, the faces of those in the picture stand out really well.
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One afternoon we were commissioned to work as a team to create a hotel folder and a bulletin board à la Spies. In the middle of the work, course secretary Hanne came to say that course leader Eva would have something for me and Taina. While we were waiting outside her office, we were so nervous. We were the only Finns who had been at the Disco the night before. "Did you see me last night? Have we messed up something? Were we sent home from here?" We asked each other. As we sat in Evan's office, the right side of the matter came to light. There was urgent need for two Finnish guides, preferably a girl and a boy. Well, I was the only Finnish boy and Taina was seemed to fit to this job or so we both did. Jesus! Departure would be as soon as possible one to Puerto de la Cruz and another to Playa de las Americas. Taina gladly accepted the offer. But what the heck? I wasn’t supposed to become a guide. I told Eva that I would do like a well known Finnish politician and sleep over night before answering. When the office door closed after me, I hurried to the first Danish boy whom I know to be a smoker and bummed for a ciggie. After having relaxing smoke, I went to my room and called home. What shall I do? Mom couldn’t really say yes or no and said that she would call my sister if she was wiser to advise.


When my sister then called later in the evening, the decision had already matured. I decided to give it a try. You could quit if the work wasn’t for you. On the other hand, it was annoying when the part for which I had come to school in the first place, i.e. the flight side aka Conair, would be missed. But what can you do.


The next morning we set off for the transfer exam described above. Our teacher Kaarina immediately asked about my decision and announced that I would give a try. When I went towards the guide seat in my turn, to explain what were the procedures at the airport, I said to Kaarina that now I would be immediately fired after this.


Well, it went well even though I forgot something and I guess I was stuttering. This is how Kaarina commented on my performance and smiled. The “old” veteran guide probably saw some guide material in me.


Of course, our election aroused slight envy in other Finns as well as other students. After all, we had the impression that we Finns were last ones to get job. And we just filled the left over seats. The mother of two, Anneli, was really glum. She had decided after the divorce to move abroad with the children and so being a guide would be the best profession and possibility to do so. Meri was also bitter. She had considered herself as a sure option. Meri was a nice girl, but she was a bit socially overactive. Hotel Guadalupe's inhabitants were mostly English and German pensioners. Meri talked in the elevator to everyone did they want it or not, it annoyed. Tiina, whose speciality was folding napkins in various forms like swan or slipper, had just graduated from a restaurant school was also pretty quiet. Apparently, she was also unhappy.


Anneli was our fortune teller. She had fortune stones used by the Vikings with her. A couple of nights before Eva’s job offer, we were in her room and she forecasted for us. Three stones must be lifted from the cloth bag. The first stone tells you the present, the second tells you what you should do and the last tells the future. My first stone told me I had worked hard.


The next stone told me that I have to work hard(er) to reach the goal. The third stone was a bit the same, so I picked up yet another stone. It said there is a happy thing in the end. And true, two days later I was asked to became a guide. Anneli also forecasted out of hand lines. I have a long line of life line that breaks. It means some kind of accident will occur, but I’ll survive. Well, so far there haven’t been any. The saddest thing happened to Meri. Anneli look at her hand and fell silent. Meri insisted what. But Anneli just acknowledged that she sees wrong. Year later, Anneli revealed that she had seen Meri would die young. I have never heard of Meri since.


We spent the last evening together with the Finnish mafia in the bar opposite the hotel, which almost immediately became my second home or hang out. The bartenders did the art by throwing bottles in the air and a couple of them used roller skates as their working shoes. In addition, they always had a midnight show in which they dig out the tambourines and drummed along the music played in the background. The bar’s drinks were christened with little naughty names. The decoration of the bar was also colourful. Among other things, there was a monk doll. There was a string hanging under the monk’s cassock and when pulled it the monk's "Big monk" appeared. A very unique place. I haven't come across anything like that since.


Last night we were again at a bar crawl whit the whole 230 persons group. It felt nice when so many came to wish good luck. This time I caused confusion. I had bought myself black leather pants during the day. They were so memorable that years later I came across one Danish fellow student. He still remembered me as the only Finnish boy in the school and my black leather pants.


The next morning we packed our bags with Taina and headed for the airport. Taina left directly from Mallorca for Tenerife, when I headed to Finland first. A few days in the Finnish winter and then a flight back to the Tenerife sun.




First steps on my career Tenerife 07.02-13.04.1990


Was I ready as a travel guide now? Although I had received a certificate of course, there was a bit of an orphan hood feeling. Mom escorted me to the train station in the morning and she cried. She would miss me. Well, I wasn’t going to the end of the world. And you didn't know how soon I would come back. Eva had told me that the first two weeks would be the so-called OBS weeks, during which I would be introduced to places and excursions along with another guide. I would be driven in. I also heard that the Finnish Heidi who had graduated from the previous course, had not enjoyed the job and wanted to quit. She apparently had not realized that the work wasn’t any holiday and sunbathing, but rather pretty hard labour. Only one day off per week. Would I like that? This is what I thought about during the train journey from Tampere to Helsinki and actually the whole flight. Kaarina, if I remember correctly, had advised that it wasn’t a good idea to admit to the pax, i.e. the guests, that you were a new guide, only a new one at that very destination.


At Reina Sofia airport (Spain’s seventh busiest airport) I met some of my new colleagues. I heard that I would live in the Tenerife Wing Hotel for the first week and then move to a guide apartment, from where Heidi was leaving for Finland. I also heard that my uniform had already come with the company mail from the headquarters in Copenhagen. Would that suit me? Would I then be a proper guide?


Heidi “pulled through” the transfer with already familiar formula for practical things like beware of pickpockets, safe deposit box rentals and so on. Heidi seemed quite nice, but was a bit phlegmatic and clearly hated her job. Surprise. After all, I had created a picture at school, the Spies guide was cheery and happy. Whether there was a hangover or not. Or was it the F… day.


The trip on the highway from Reina Sofia Airport to Puerto was quite gloomy in its scenery. But as we approached Puerto, the landscape turned green. The banana plantations of the Orotava Valley and Teide Volcano created a cosy view. I researched the welcome pack-pocket guide and excursion program I’ve received on the bus. The welcome meeting would not be until the next morning. There were a few rather long day trips and a couple of evening trips.


The Tenerife Wing is a 7-storey hotel built in 1973, a relatively simple but clean hotel. Heidi advised me to leave my suitcase at the hotel and come visit the office.


The office in Puerto was located on the main street Avenida Generalissimo on two floors. It was siesta time and the office was closed. In the basement was sitting hotel booking boss of the Swedish Wirva. She gave me a warm welcome. Wirva's parents were Ingrian and although Wirva was born in Sweden she spoke Finnish with a dialect, using her own funny words and sometimes making quite funny mistakes with Finnish. Wirva was struggling with booking lists. “This same old shit again,” she commented. The idea was that about a week before the arrival of the pax, came the so called preliminary booking lists. The final lists would come along the flight. The lists were supplemented with booking telexes. There were four lists. One came to the guide for the transfer and at the hotel you wrote the pax room numbers on this copy.


Two lists were sent to the hotel, one of which was returned with an invoice. The last one remained in the office archives. The list was a long computer strip, so the lists had to be torn and sorted. Pretty much work. There were a lot of flights at that time. Like only from Finland, there were three full flights a week. Can understand that the work with the lists was anesthetized.


I got my shift list for the week. I had a lot of OBS, but also a few hotel services. I picked up my uniform bag and headed back to my hotel on the opposite side of Puerto. I couldn’t wait for trying my uniform. Pretty nice, and thank god the right size. I guess it even dressed me. I even unpacked the rest of my bag and then decided to go explore the environment. We had arranged a meeting for dinner. Wirva's apartment was close to the hotel Girasol at Plaza Charco. All I had to do was ask the front desk at hotel Girasol to call Wirva and she would pick me up. I have never been able to use the map properly but I always make a map in my head. So I know how to walk and where to turn to get from place A to place B. I don’t know if the long flight was exhausting, but I was struggling to find my way anywhere. I had walked for the third hour and was pretty tired. I came to the edge of a small square and saw a taxi stand. I jumped in the available taxi and said Hotel Girasol. The driver looked at me amused and said the hotel is on this square opposite us. I realized how crazy it would be to take a taxi half a round around the square or park, but I took the ride anyway. Go around, I'll pay. The Girasol staff didn’t really seem to know anyone with the name Wirva and put my call I don’t know where. At the other end of the phone was answering a Spanish woman not Wirva. I decided that was enough now and returned to my hotel. When I caught my room, the phone rang, "Where are you?" I told Wirva what had happened and said I wouldn’t come, but she talked me around. That's how we met with the Finnish mafia at the Finnish restaurant Herrera. The owner of the restaurant was a senior Finnish Lady, but the staff were wash-resistant Spanish señores. After dinner, back to my room and sleep. What a start.


As it turned out from the scheme, i.e. the shift list, the next morning I had the päikkä, i.e. the hotel service OBS. Since all the other guides were on the list, I saw that OBS would be with Jaakko. Jaakko was an older man about his 50s and pretty much bored for his job.


Jaakko had studied himself as an engineer, but hurt badly his hand in some accident. Fingers were missing either partially or completely. For some reason, Jaakko had become a guide, as he couldn’t no longer practice his original profession.


I went to the reception at 9.00. “civilians” on, as it should be. Jaakko arrived five minutes late. We did not have any customers. 9.20 Jaakko packed his bags saying it was breakfast time. We should have been there for another ten minutes. Is this how it works? We went to the hotel opposite Tenerife Wing. It had once been on the Spies charts, but not anymore. However, Jaakko knew the whole staff and so we ate a heavy breakfast. Free of charge. According to Jaakko, this was normal in most places. Our co-partners would provide the guides almost everything free. Wow!


After breakfast we returned to the Tenerife Wing, gathered people on board the bus and left towards the welcome meeting. The welcome meeting or info was held in the conference room of Hotel Palmeras Playa. Jaakko opened sparkling wine bottles with routine and poured wine into glasses. Who gives a shit, if part of wine splashed on the tray.


Kari arrived with his own group. Sparkling wine glasses or alternatively juices were handed out and then we schooled in Spanish Salut! Jaakko’s and Kari's info was boring. Kari clearly didn't want to make info with Jaakko. However, I diligently made notes. You could say that later I HAD to make info with Jaakko. And it was a nightmare. We made a deal in advance of what things you talk about and what things the other. Sometimes Jaakko disappeared into his own affairs and I had to make info almost alone. In the beginning I even had to tell about excursions that I hadn’t seen yet. What a “composition”. Oh God!


Immediately after the info I would have a city tour of OBS. Heidi made the trip. I made notes with a pen smoking, although I had also received a tour manual bunch yesterday. Oh Lord, would it be this? At the end of the city tour, those interested were allowed to come to the restaurant Herrera for a welcome lunch. This was already a familiar place! The Pax paid for their own lunch. Heidi and I ate for free.


In the afternoon I went to the office where I met my new boss, Jens from Denmark. His girlfriend Iris was the cashier. I also met Annika from Sweden, she was the so-called SOS manager. If someone, or rather when someone fell ill, he became a SOS case. Annika's task at that time was to send the information to the insurance company to which the main responsibility of pax was transferred. The Finnish insurance company Eurooppalainen had a center on the premises of Europaesk, Denmark, which was called SOS International. Through the center, insurance matters were handled with all other insurance companies. SOS also arranged for home transports and, if necessary, even ambulance flights. They were also in constant contact with the doctors treating the patient. And Annika too. In addition, she usually coordinates with one of us guides to visit the hospital to meet our patients. Jihaa! They were nice visits.


The Canary Islands, like Tenerife, were popular travel destinations in the 1990s. There were seven flights from Denmark, five from Sweden and three from Finland per week. The clientele was multifaceted, but the majority were retirees. So there were also quite a few cases of illness. It is illustrative that there was a Bellevue Hospital in Puerto, where there was permanent Scandinavian doctors and nurses, including Finns, working. The Bellevue building was a landmark in Puerto. It was more like a tall skyscraper than a hospital. You could say Puerto’s WTC Tower.


About the popularity of the Canary Islands is also evidenced by regular visitors and long-distance travellers. The most legendary of them was Kerttu S. At that time, one was able to make long trips, up to three months at a time. Those days, Kerttu S. had booked and paid in advance for her long journeys (3 months each) for four years ahead. She came when the season began. Then she flew back to Finland. And with the next possible flight back again. She was among the last to leave at the end of season.


While Kerttu S. was in Finland, the Hotel Tenerife Wing didn’t give this lady's room to anyone else. In the room there was her personal property. So it was Kerttu's own room.


The staff at the Tenerife Wing were nice and helpful. After staying at the hotel for a couple of nights, I returned to my room after day of work. I had gotten a purple sweater from my sister a couple of Christmas ago. The most comical was that it matched with the colour of the Spies uniform. Its funny coincidence that I got a peace of “uniform”, even I didn’t dream of a Spies career at the time. The combination of own private clothes and Spies uniform was prohibited. I looked for my sweater for a moment and cursed that where the hell it was. I finally peeked into the bathroom. There it hung in front of an open ventilation window in a suit hanger. The sweater was wet. My chambermaid had washed it without me even asking for that. What a service! I left her some tips on the day I moved away.


The popularity and size of the destination can also indicated by the fact that there were a total of about twenty guides, a few of whom were Danish air guides. The work of the air guide was varying though heavy task. They flew with passengers to destinations which they had two to three per guide per season for example in Puerto de la Cruz, Las Palmas and Lanzarote. They took care of transfer, the easiest excursions and office and hotel services.


After a week a flight back to Copenhagen or Billund, which was another Danish airport from which pax arrived. And then immediately for a new trip or a couple of days between trips to headquarters to sell trips. This job I had considered for myself a few times during the Spies School as well. Thank God I never did it.


The next two weeks went on excursions OBS with a pen smoking. The guests were bombarding with questions about whether I was new, but as advised, I was counting the white lie. I had been about half a year in other destination, that of course was Palma de Mallorca.


I also had hotel services and lists. It tried to advise guests, sell tours and fix deficiencies in hotel rooms, as a nestling who, after all, really didn’t know anything. Oh damn! And then the same guide freak sits on the tour bus on “civilians” and the pen roaring to make notes. I guess, I sometimes lie about being an internal observer. We were supposed to criticize each others in quality control. Jesus what a soap! That's funny what all you came up with. To be honest. Do the guides always and everywhere lie. NO! These were the beginners “distress cries”.


Heidi was happy when she went back to Finland and I moved to Nieves Ravelo's guide apartment, Wirva lived upstairs. My shock was great as I stepped inside. My roommate was Marja. With Heidi, the girls had neglected cleaning and for the first time in my life I made acquaintance with a bug called a cockroach. Of the cockroaches were an old joke that was always told at a welcome meetingor info. According to it, by spraying a cockroach with hairspray, it solidifies and can then be thrown on a neighbour’s balcony or taken as a brooch to a mother-in-law. HAHA! Cleaning with Chlorine and lot of cockroach poison, the cockroaches disappeared. Sometimes some “tourist” came to visit. Although in the beginning I hated cockroaches, you got used to them with time.


The first morning I was almost having a heart attack. I put the lights on in the kitchen and on the floor was a brown swarming herd of cockroaches that crawled away.


Towards the end of the season I got used to them so much that once I went to bed, one little cockroach was in my bed. I swung it with my open hand to the floor and went to bed. I guess the idea of killing such a small life-starting shred wasn’t fair. The bed was mine and only mine. God damn!


My first OBS excursion was Taganana with Jaakko. As I already mentioned, Jaakko was bored of his work, but continued because there was no other option. Plus, he always had some of his own business a side. As once in the end of the season. Our transfer bus had already departed as there was no return transfer. We had to get the ride back to Puerto. The company had promised to pay us a taxi. At the airport, Jaakko met a female friend of his and scrounged us a car ride. Jaakko said that he would write a taxi receipt and we would split the money. We got the ride, but I never got my share of the money. Jaakko kept them himself, because I heard somewhere that he had received compensation of taxi.


Jaakko knew Puerto better than his own pockets. He spent winters here and summers on the Costa del Sol. I had read the excursion manual where the route was explained and the things you should tell during this excursion. This way it was prevented that the same things would be told on every trip. Jaakko ordered the driver to drive the trip the other way round.


At the break, he took some poisonous plants and let them circle around the bus. This was highlighted during the course and in the Guide manual, NO poisonous plants were by no means allowed to get around the bus ever.


I was wondering about the long unspoken periods Jaakko hold and when we would hear about parties or fiestas. Suddenly, Jaakko got speech diarrhoea and he told almost everything about the Spanish lottery and football, the last results, and against whom Real Madrid played next. I scrolled through my manual and scratched my head. I didn’t find such a section in the whole epic. It later became clear to me that Jaakko usually told only these things on every excursion he made. Whatever the ultimate theme of the excursion was. These topics were interest of his and he knew all about them. The shit with the Spies Fiesta nonsense. Jaakko was not “an evil man”. He just couldn't get excited about guidening anymore.
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