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Foreword

When Barbara handed me the draft of her first book I could sense a degree of trepidation in her approach. She needn’t have worried, from the very first chapter I was drawn into the familiar subject matter by the informative and often humorous style of writing. Barbara manages to bring to life both the fascinating and mundane aspects of her travels in a truly captivating manner so that the reader can almost live the adventures and scrapes alongside her. 
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Tim Kent, June 2022



Preface

Don’t be confused! This book is neither about the fashion doll with a similar name to mine (who, of course, was named after me!) nor the Belgian cartoon reporter Tintin, though after one particular French haircut, Tim bore an uncanny resemblance! It’s a chance to take a sideways look at the ups and downs of motorhoming and laugh with us – and at us – through mishaps and triumphs as we embarked on our first motorhome adventures around Europe. 

Tim and I met in later life through singing, both of us having been involved in music throughout our lives, so it seemed like a wonderful idea, when we retired, to buy a motorhome and travel around Europe (while we still had the health and motivation), singing where possible, and indulging our other shared loves of history, language, good food, wine and lots of fun (plus occasional artistic opportunities for me). 

Whilst on our first trip we had some wonderful and exciting adventures and I’d promised to share our experiences with friends and family via a blog: in itself a learning experience for me. Although the process of researching and putting together a record of our travels was something of a labour of love at times (especially when internet connections were playing up!), it was a very enjoyable pastime and enriched our knowledge of many of the locations we visited. The historical and background information regarding the places we visited is as accurate as I could make it, having mostly been gathered from the sites themselves or leaflets provided locally, with, occasionally, a little help from Google. In Spain our trusty Lonely Planet book (Ham, A., Davies, S., Gleeson, B., Isalska, A., Noble, I., Noble, J., Sainsbury, B., St Louis, R., (2016) Lonely Planet’s Best of Spain, 1st edn, Lonely Planet Global Limited) came in very useful. 

The blog gradually attracted a number of readers, many of whom encouraged my literary pursuits and eventually I took the decision to make it into a book; ‘pretty much done’, I thought, ‘just a bit of editing to do’! Oh, how wrong I was!

Since then, actually making the blog into a book has been a journey all on its own! I was overwhelmed by the amount of advice on-line and at times became quite despondent about the chances of the book ever becoming a reality. It seemed that every time I felt I’d taken a step nearer to publication, I discovered more editing that was required: checking for inconsistencies, repetition, formatting, layout, grammar and punctuation, inserting and labelling photographs, the list seemed endless and, of course, everything seemed to take much longer than I imagined. There were times when I almost gave up and had to step away from the task for a while, but stubbornly didn’t give in, although I definitely perfected the art of procrastination! In addition, I wanted to paint my own cover image (for completion, you understand) but, not being a cartoonist, had to look at, and try out, various different ideas.

However, you now have before you the proof that I finally got there! I do hope that you’ll enjoy having a chuckle at our expense, whilst enjoying a virtual trip of Europe. Maybe you’ll be inspired to experience motorhoming for yourselves (and hopefully not be put off it for life!), or perhaps encouraged to venture into Europe and drive on the ‘wrong’ (or perhaps I should say ‘right’) side of the road! 

I’d like to thank Tim, with whom I’ve had so many wonderful adventures, for his support and patience as I’ve agonised over every decision, Gwynneth for her invaluable help with proof-reading, and all of those people who faithfully followed the blog and provided encouragement. (Blogs from later adventures are available at: https://2shadesineurope.wordpress.com filled with many more exciting learning experiences!) 



Introduction

As Tim and I were both almost complete camping novices and also fairly newly-together, our decision to buy a motorhome came after much deliberation and research. Some of our family and friends were amused to speculate that spending several weeks in such close proximity would test our relationship! (Cynical lot!)

However, we set off on our first trip and, despite lots of ‘rookie’ errors and weather and road conditions that could have been kinder at times, maintained our enthusiasm even when faced with disappointments, difficulties and bits of the van dropping off here and there! Surviving steep-sided mountain passes, and narrowly avoiding low bridges, inflatable arches and supermarket barriers became just part of a normal day as we motored along, occasionally stopping to savour an amazing moment. 

The book’s three main sections cover the first motorhome trips we made: our first major journey was to France, Spain and just over the border into Portugal; on the second trip we again visited France and Spain and spent more time in Portugal; for the third excursion we ventured through Germany and Switzerland to explore the treasures of Italy and Sicily, finally heading back to north eastern Spain for the last few weeks. Our trips were made pre-Brexit and pre-Covid, so there may have been a few changes since then, but I’m pretty sure, at the time of writing, that at least Pompeii and the Colosseum are still there!

There are details about campsites and local eateries that we used, and some fascinating historic background information about cities, famous buildings and Roman (and other) remains visited. There’s also an Information section at the end that, if you read it, will arm you with heaps more information about vehicles and sites than we had at the start of our first adventure! In addition, I’ve added a table showing the location of the sites and aires we stayed on.

Most of all, I hope you’ll enjoy reading about our travels. Off we go! 



The Trial Run: Near Robin Hood’s Bay, North Yorkshire – March

Having finally bought our motorhome (more detail in Information section) – hereinafter referred to as ‘the van’ – we decided to try it out at The Flask Pub and Holiday Park between Whitby and Robin Hood’s Bay on the Yorkshire coast, where Tim had sung, as a teenager, with his band: ‘Tim Kent and the James Brothers!’ Not quite Back by Popular Demand after about 50 years! Friends Andy and Pam (seasoned campers, they’d probably just come to have a laugh at our inexperience!) joined us briefly on our first day for fish and chips in Robin Hood’s Bay, a picturesque village, with cobbled lanes and fishermen’s cottages crammed together near a secluded harbour once haunted by smugglers. 

The scenery around there is stunning and, after our friends had set off for home, Tim and I embarked on what should have been a very pleasant five-mile walk back. Somehow or other we turned off the track at the wrong point and ended up on a 10-mile cross-country hike, that saw us stumbling over rough terrain and attempting some very dodgy manoeuvres as we endeavoured to find our way back on a pitch-black night, all the more worrying when both of our phones eventually ran out of battery! We began to wonder whether we’d make it back to the van and, at one point, his outside light having been activated as we walked past, a very puzzled householder kindly came out to inform us that if we kept going we’d very soon end up in the sea; now that would have been a shock!

Just our luck a major storm had also decided to visit that weekend, and the following night was spent rocking in the gale force wind and ‘enjoying’ the hammer of torrential rain on the roof! Thankfully, we survived the baptism of fire and the van gave us confidence in its resilience, in readiness for our planned trip to Spain a few weeks later.



The First Trip: France, Spain and (just) Portugal – April to August



Home to France – April 

At last we arrived at the weekend we’d been anticipating for so long and set off (albeit considerably later than planned) to head south, making it to the Channel Tunnel crossing with seconds to spare.

The crossing was trouble-free and, having left a cold and rainy England, we arrived in...an equally cold and rainy France! It was after 8pm (French time) by the time we reached Le Mans and headed off, full of excitement and anticipation, for our first night on an ‘aire’ (see Information section). From the description (All the Aires of France, Vicarious Books), the one we had chosen looked lovely, close to a river and shaded by trees. Sadly lots of other campers had had the same idea and the place was full by the time we got there, so we followed the directions to the next one and ended up spending our first night in Mezerey; and it was a pretty ‘mezereyble’ car park on a wet and windy night, with only a lorry’s trailer unit for company.

Spain at Last: France to Getaría and San Sebastian – April 

The rain was still torrential as we left the next day, with a temperature of 6° and, being still a little wary of the van shower, experienced our first shower in a motorway service area; it was, in fact, very clean and well maintained. By 2pm we were an hour north of Bordeaux and the temperature had reached the dizzy heights of 16°. 

We were looking forward to getting further south for some warm sunshine and made good progress, crossing the border into Spain later in the day. Tim was keen to visit Getaría, a place he had visited previously and, after a tortuous tour of the town trying to find parking places for a 7.5m van, we finally managed to get one on the harbour front that seemed okay. At the Mayflower restaurant nearby, we were lucky enough to secure a table overlooking the harbour, so that we could keep an eye on our pride and joy (the van, of course!), whilst enjoying a delicious meal of Merluza à la Parilla; merluza is ‘hake’ and parilla literally translates as ‘grill’, but this was more like an outside fire, with a grid. That way of cooking fish is a speciality in that area; Tim considers it to be some of the best fish he’s tasted in the world and he’s tasted quite a lot!

Unfortunately, no overnight stays were allowed in Getaría, so we had to head back to an aire in San Sebastian. (More information about San Sebastian in later sections.) I had put in the postcode for the aire we’d chosen, but it seemed our satnav ‘friend’ had other ideas and took us up a very steep, winding, single shale track, that came to an abrupt end, with no sign of the desired aire. It was very dark by then and, as Tim amazingly managed to turn the van around in the tiniest of spaces, skidding on the gravel road, perilously close to a sheer drop at the side, the smell of burning rubber emanating from the tyres reminded me that, just before we’d left home, I’d noticed the herbs in the rack had spelt out MORT (Mint, Oregano, Rosemary and Thyme) and hoped it wasn’t a portent of doom. Thankfully we survived (otherwise this would be a very short book!) and made it to the desired Area de Bereo by around 10.30pm, somehow squeezing the van into a space hardly big enough for a sardine. 

On investigation it transpired that, although co-ordinates were given against the aire in the information I had, I hadn’t read to the bottom of the paragraph, where it stated: “...actual co-ordinates are ...” now, why on earth didn’t they put the ‘actual’ co-ordinates at the top? Answers on a postcard please!

Cáceres, Seville and (briefly) Portugal – May 

We managed a decent night’s sleep, then breakfasted on some of Tim’s mum’s home-made marmalade, with proper coffee (using our nifty little filter cone). A mammoth trip of 663kms followed to our next stop in Cáceres, arriving late afternoon. 

At last the temperature had reached a comfortable 20° and we arrived just in time, before the aire totally filled up for the night, the last van to arrive being a disgruntled Frenchman, who (unreasonably, we thought) was complaining that there wasn’t enough room. Everyone (except us) then proceeded to get out all of their specialist cleaning equipment and set about washing and polishing every inch of their vehicles, with gusto. Incidentally, you might be interested to know that gusto comes originally from the Latin gustus meaning ‘tasting, flavour, sense of taste’, which is the source of French goût and Spanish and Italian gusto. In this sense it has evolved to mean ‘a taste for life’ and from there to describe vigorous activities. The man with the biggest van spent over an hour polishing and caressing his prized possession. Meanwhile, Tim and I sloped off in search of the restorative effects of a local bar in the beautiful old town, where there was a wonderful atmosphere as families gathered to watch entertainment in the plaza.

Figure 1 Dancing in Cáceres, Spain
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After a much needed beer we decided to eat out and had an excellent meal of hors d’oeuvres, fillet steak, chips and roasted vegetables with a glass of wine, followed by a glass of brandy each and a coffee for Tim, all for the magnificent total of €34! Our evening was nicely rounded off with a chat with two Dutch couples sitting at an adjacent table (who spoke extremely good English).

The following morning, whilst topping up the fresh water in the van, I inadvertently started winding in the water hose before turning the tap off and had an impromptu shower (yet another lesson learned)! After we had finally dried out the interior of the cab and my clothes and hair (!) we set off for Seville, stopping only for a quick lunch and arrived by around 2.30pm at the Area de Autocaravanas de Sevilla, near the river: a large tarmac area, with a reasonable amount of room between vans and accommodating around 75. It had all the basic facilities, ‘basic’ being the operative word, but with the particular benefit of being a locked and monitored compound. A less attractive feature was that it was adjacent to a very busy industrial vehicle unit and although Wi-Fi was available it was necessary to sit in a rather smelly and unpleasant reception area to access it. We were very pleased to get the last electric point, then cycled over to the local Aldi for supplies (home from home!). A celebratory bottle of champagne helped us to relax thoroughly into the evening whilst chatting to our camping neighbours, Colin and Sue. Seeing their van’s Spanish registration we’d greeted them with Hola (Spanish for ‘hi’), but quickly learned that they had moved from the UK to Spain’s east coast some years earlier.

The champagne had clearly had the desired effect of relaxing us, to the point that we overslept the next morning! Consequently, it was a little later than planned that we walked into the centre of Seville, around a mile and a half along the side of the river.

Figure 2 Flamenco Dancers in Seville, Spain
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Seville is a beautiful city full of character, and we sat with coffee near one of the big fountains watching some flamenco dancers then wandered around the main centre before heading back to the van. Our new friends, Colin and Sue, invited us over for drinks and nibbles, which ended up being our main meal of the day.

Seville is – allegedly – the third most cycle-friendly city in Europe but we were a little wary of leaving our bikes in the city centre, having heard that some fellow campers had had theirs stolen the previous day. Thankfully we found a cycle shop and bought an even more robust lock than we already had, so felt a bit safer when we locked them up in the city centre and, sizzling in 30°+, cooled down with a beer in the plaza.

We felt that we couldn’t go to Seville and not visit the wonderful Cathedral, although it did involve queuing in the sun for quite some time; oh the suffering we endure on our travels! The cathedral is apparently the third largest in Christendom (so large that it was impossible to fit it into one photo) and is an amazing building, with an ostentatious interior that defies description! It took us around two hours to look around and then climb the 35 flights to the top of the tower for a panoramic view of the city. 

Figure 3 Seville Cathedral from the tower
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Gluttons for punishment, we then joined another queue to go into the Alcázar (derived from the Arabic word for a castle or palace), which was very peaceful and extremely beautiful in different ways, with many Muslim influences in the decor, huge expanses of delightful gardens with fascinating water features and numerous nooks and crannies to explore. 

Figure 4 Alcazar, Seville, Spain
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Having been on our feet for about five hours by then, we were relieved to relax at a little tapas bar close to the cathedral while we watched beautifully-dressed people arrive, some on foot, others in cars, taxis and numerous variations of horse-drawn carriages, to attend a wedding in the cathedral. The sound of music then drew us to the main route through the city, where a procession of decorated floats was followed by a band and accompanied by flowers thrown from the windows above! Such a wonderful, vibrant atmosphere, it was lovely to be a part of it. 

Figure 5 Procession in Seville, Spain
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Our final visit of the day was a guided tour of the magnificent bull ring, learning about its history and exploring the areas behind the scenes, before cycling back along the river.

As it was only around 1½ hours away, it seemed like a good idea to ‘pop’ over the border to Portugal for at least one night. Hah! It seemed that most of the population of Seville had made the same decision and our journey took about twice as long as we’d anticipated. We arrived at the lovely resort of Manta Rota, just over the border, but were really disappointed to find that the aire, that accommodated 100 vans (or units, as they are sometimes called) was completely full. Whilst pausing by the entrance, considering what to do, the ‘commandante’ of the site came out and told us in no uncertain terms that we couldn’t stay there (well, our knowledge of Portuguese was pretty much nil, but her body language and vocal tone didn’t leave us in much doubt!). We left, dejectedly, but then realised that just across the way there were around 50 vans parked on a car park, so we joined them. 

After a walk around the pretty little seaside resort, we had dinner al fresco, whilst enjoying the sound of the sea on the gorgeous beach around 50 metres away; then, feeling very relaxed, we went for a walk and ended up sitting on the deserted beach, enjoying a beautiful, romantic sunset. Suddenly, Tim shouted, “Don’t look Barbara!”, but it was too late, I’d already spotted the lone – very well toned – naturist making a dash for the waves about 100 metres away! I was ready to join him, but Tim restrained me and I settled for a discreet photo as a memento.

Figure 6 On the beach at Manta Rota
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Back in Spain: First Stop Casares – May 

A lack of toilet emptying facilities on the car park at Manta Rota influenced our decision to return to Spain, rather than stay another night. By late afternoon we’d arrived at a very small aire (Area de Casares), adjacent to the Tourist Information Office, just on the edge of Casares (not the same place that we stayed at two nights ago, this village is just north of Málaga on the Costa del Sol) and went for a walk into the very pretty pueblo blanco (Spanish for ‘white village or town’), nestled in the mountains. That area of Andalusia, particularly around Málaga, is famous for its attractive whitewashed towns and large villages. 

Figure 7 Casares, Spain
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Being in a rather exposed position, we were rocked to sleep at night due to the (external!) wind. After a morning exploring the village again, we purchased a leaflet of local walks from the Tourist Information Office and chose one that claimed to be low-moderate difficulty, with an estimated time of three hours and which, it claimed, could be done on horseback, bicycle or on foot; thankfully we chose the latter (well, we hadn’t brought the horses with us!). We were struggling to find the starting point for the walk, so went back to ask the Tourist Information lady, who very patiently (not!) pointed out to us that the first waymarker was actually directly opposite our van door (oops!), so off we went. 

I must say that one of the major challenges was simply spotting the waymarkers. I know, you’re probably thinking, “Well, they couldn’t even see the one right in front of them” but, in the main, they were just green and white splodges of paint randomly applied to trees, stones, fences, posts etc, at varying heights, many of them quite faded and often non-existent! In addition, the map and directions were, to put it mildly, very rudimentary.

Nonetheless, we were enjoying the walk and just getting nicely into our stride when we came upon a large German Shepherd dog, lying right in our path; so, heeding the well-known saying ‘let sleeping dogs lie’, we tried a detour, only to be put off course by another large (and loose) dog whose barking set off about another dozen in the area. With griffon vultures circling overhead, we decided it would be safer to try yet another detour by road, adding approximately a mile to the walk, but better safe than sorry. Unfortunately, we then had inordinate difficulty getting back on track and, indeed, staying on track due to the random placing of the waymarkers! However we were making reasonable progress, whilst enjoying stunning views of the Rock of Gibraltar and the coast of North Africa.

We finally reached the foot of the valley with the village above us and, despite the cool mountain breeze, we were really looking forward to a refreshing drink, but first we had to find the path. After numerous fruitless attempts we armed ourselves with bamboo canes and beat down five-foot high thistles so that we could scramble down the bank and across a dry river bed to make our ascent up the very steep and craggy cliff side. I can’t imagine how anyone would have got bikes through that! After around 4½ hours walking in total, the cool drink was very welcome and we treated ourselves to some steak from the local butcher, which was later washed down with an excellent bottle of vino produced at Tim’s brother’s vineyard in the south of France.

Ronda and the Pileta Caves – May 

We’d checked into a very nice campsite (El Sur) for the night so, once parked up, we free-wheeled downhill the two miles or so into the amazing little town of Ronda; perched at the top of enormous cliffs; the last Islamic stronghold on the Iberian Peninsula.

Figure 8 Cliffs in Ronda, Spain
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The Arab Baths, situated at the foot of the cliffs, close to what would have formerly been the gates of the city, are fascinating; dating back to around the 13th century, they are extremely well preserved, with reception area and hot and cold rooms. 

At the top of a tower was the site of a wheel that would have operated a pulley system to bring water up from the river and then along the aqueduct to the baths.

Figure 9 Arab Baths, Ronda, Spain
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We also descended around 80 metres (or approx 226 steps!) to visit the excellent 14th century ‘Secret Mine’ below the Palace of the Moorish King (which, sadly, was in dire need of restoration). The mine is believed to have been constructed as a hiding place during the wars but, unfortunately for its inhabitants, their idea was thwarted as their attackers cut off the water supply, forcing them to surrender.

Our visit to Ronda finished with a visit to the bull ring, which is, in fact, even bigger than the one in Seville, with two tiers of seating, and we were fascinated to look around behind the scenes; the photo shows the rope and pulley system to open the doors and release the bulls into the ring. 

Figure 10 Ronda’s Bull Ring, Spain
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Figure 11 Stalls in Bull Ring, Ronda, Spain
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We then, of course, had to make a supreme effort to cycle (or mostly walk, to be honest!) uphill all the way back to our campsite!

The Pileta Caves, which were discovered in 1905 by a local farmer when searching for bat droppings as fertiliser for his land, were only around five miles away. Our journey there the following day was a ‘white knuckle’ ride of tortuous narrow and winding mountain roads (luckily, we only met a few vehicles en route, as the sheer drop of several thousand feet was very intimidating). There were then a couple of hundred steps up to the entrance and ticket office, so we weren’t keen on climbing them too many times, but thankfully we managed to get tickets for the next visit, that took us around 800 metres inside (about 20% of the total area of caves).

Most of the chambers we passed through were around 12-15 metres high, but some were as high as 30 metres and the formations within them were amazing. However, the most astonishing feature of the Pileta Caves is that remains found there, in particular a number of cave drawings, are at least 32000 years old! Some of the drawings were remarkably clear: horses, goats, bulls and (especially interesting as the caves are many miles from the sea) fish and seals. It was quite humbling to walk in the footsteps of mankind from so long ago. Understandably, no photographs were allowed inside.

Estepona – May 

After a quick visit to Carrefour – and a rather too close shave with the overhead gantry – we made ourselves at home at Camping Parque Tropical near Estepona, then realised we had forgotten one essential item for our evening meal: potatoes! Having seen an Aldi not far away, we decided to cycle there, but the path, on the inside of the crash barrier of a busy dual carriageway, with its associated debris and hazards, took me more than a little out of my comfort zone! I was very glad to get back in one piece!

Having had quite a busy few days (I’m sure your heart bleeds for us!), we spent a day relaxing in the sun and another day having lunch with some friends, who had, coincidentally, arranged a long weekend in Puerta de la Duquesa, about 12 miles away from where we were staying. Later that evening, after a walk along the nearby beach, we spent a very pleasant evening with our campsite neighbours from Belgium, who shared a good two thirds of a bottle of brandy with us. The ten yards between their van and ours seemed strangely longer on the way back than it had earlier!

The following two days definitely confirmed that the rain in Spain does not stay mainly on the plain! We were glad to have done our three loads of washing earlier, although I’d had a bit of a panic on returning to the laundry to empty two concurrent wash loads, only to find that the electricity had gone off, leaving both loads wallowing miserably. Thankfully, everything was eventually retrieved unharmed and dried on our nifty rotary drier during the better weather.

Having decided to take advantage of the excellent pool on site, we were puzzled to find the door to the pool area locked, although it was after the advertised opening time. When we asked at reception, the attendant commented: “You must be English, the Spanish would never swim in this weather” but it was a heated indoor pool!!! Anyway, at least the rain gave us a chance for more relaxing, with a brief evening walk along the beach again in a break between showers.

Granada – May 

The rain continued to follow us and, as we left Estepona, passing the resorts of Marbella and Málaga, we ran into one of the most horrendous rainstorms imaginable. We were glad to arrive safely at our next campsite, Fuente del Lobo, near Granada, but had to sit outside it for an hour, until reception opened. Once we had been admitted through the large and rather unwelcoming gate we found that we (and a very friendly but seemingly wild dog) pretty much had the run of the place; the person on reception was mostly absent, there was no promised shop or café and the pitches were quite overgrown and unkempt.

Figure 12 Granada and Sierra Nevada Mountains, Spain
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We had actually booked this campsite in advance, thinking that, as it was only a few kilometres out of Granada, we could cycle there. Hah! We hadn’t reckoned on the fact that it was nestled in the Sierra Nevada mountains and there was no way we were going to attempt a cycle ride on those narrow mountain roads! Unfortunately, the only alternative was to drive the van along them, which was not too easy either and, although we were very pleased to find a large parking area for motorhomes at the Alhambra Palace, it was a very expensive one! We figured it was worth it to be able to visit the Alhambra, so we happily walked down to the ticket office, where there was a long queue. After around 45 minutes, an announcement was made that there were no more tickets available for the afternoon; although rather disappointed, we decided to take the time to explore Granada. Unfortunately the clouds thickened and the rain began around the same time, which did tend to take the pleasure out of our afternoon, especially as I had on open sandals and neither of us was wearing very warm clothes. 

We had some tapas at a nice little restaurant and had a look around Granada and some of the free areas of the Alhambra before making our way back to the campsite for the evening, again entirely alone. A very helpful young man at the Tourist Information Office had advised us that to be sure of tickets for the Alhambra Palace we would need to be in the queue for around 6.30am, so we decided to set our alarm for 5.00am, as the Alhambra was one place I was particularly looking forward to visiting.

5.00am came around very quickly and it was still dark, so negotiating the mountain roads seemed even more treacherous. We arrived at the Alhambra at exactly 6.30; thankfully it wasn’t raining, but the dashboard temperature in the van said 5° as we set off to stand in the queue, wearing as many warm clothes as we could muster. We were around 40th in the queue, even at that time, and the day seemed to be dawning with a clear sky as we waited, shivering, and chatted to a couple from Argentina who were behind us in the queue. As time progressed we learned that only 156 tickets for the Palace were available for the day. We then discovered that, hidden from our view and with no visible sign, there was another, similar queue, where payment was credit card only (ours was cash only) and that was also included in the 156. However, we decided that as we were 40th in the main queue we should stay put and we would be fine.

At 8.00am the ticket office finally opened and the large screen above the door clearly stated 156 tickets for the Palace. As we gradually edged forward we were astonished that many of the individuals at the front of the queue were buying multiples of tickets that they appeared to then be taking away, perhaps to sell on? The figures on the screen over the door were dropping dramatically and then, with just four people in front of us, went to zero and the announcement came that no tickets remained for the Palace, just for the gardens and less well-preserved buildings. I cannot begin to tell you how utterly disappointed we were as we bought our tickets for the gardens and went through the turnstile, but our frustration and anger increased when, a few minutes later, our new Argentinian friends joined us, only to tell us that they had managed to get the full ticket for the Palace!! We complained to the office staff and went with them to the front of the queue again, where the board was now showing one ticket remaining but they refused to make any allowances, saying only that sometimes tickets were returned or miscalculations were made. I have to say that, as well as still shivering for about another hour after our long, cold wait, my frustration about the shambolic organization of the ticket sales lasted for some time. (Handy tip: Buy tickets for the Alhambra well in advance of your visit!)

Figure 13 Alhambra Palace Gardens, Granada, Spain
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After walking around the gardens and ‘permitted areas’ of the Alhambra, we left and wandered around the streets of Granada. Thankfully, at least, the day, although cloudy, was a little better than yesterday so we were able to sit and take in the fabulous view.

Figure 14 Alhambra, Granada, Spain
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The Arab area of the town was well worth a visit, with its fascinating streets full of colourful stalls and shops. I was thrilled to find that they have such things as teterías (té is Spanish for ‘tea’ and a tetería is a ‘tea-shop’), as well as cafeterías, so we eventually went in to one and tried some of their spiced tea and dulces (‘sweet pastries’). Incidentally, we had also seen quite a few ferreterías, but as we didn’t fancy a ferret we hadn’t gone in.

Finally we visited Granada’s huge cathedral, completely different in style from that in Seville, but nonetheless very impressive. Apparently, it was started in the early 16th century and took over 180 years to build, but is still not finished; only one of its planned 80-metre towers was ever started and even that remains half-finished! They certainly don’t rush things here! The word mañana (literally ‘tomorrow’) comes to mind!!

The rain had returned and we gradually made our way back up the steep hill to the van, paid the almost €30 parking fee for the 12 hours and returned to our very unwelcoming and unkempt campsite in the mountains. I checked my phone’s pedometer and found that we’d walked over 11 miles during the day, no wonder we were worn out!

Cartagena – May 

We couldn’t face the prospect of being disappointed at the Alhambra again, so, vowing to return on a future trip, we decided to leave Granada (and, we hoped, the rain!) and checked out of the most expensive and least pleasant site we’d experienced so far. During our journey to Cartagena, we actually saw some blue sky and sunshine and a temperature of over 20° for the first time for over a week. Finally we arrived at an exceptionally clean and welcoming aire (Area Autocaravanas Cartagena), not far from the centre of Cartagena, which was less than half the price of our last site in Granada. 

The sun was shining and, after a nice relaxed morning, we walked the kilometre or so to the bus stop and caught the bus into Cartagena. After stopping for a cool beer part way along the main route to the port, we reached the Tourist Information Office just as the clock was striking 2pm, when the doors shut until 5pm; the customary Spanish siesta can be frustrating! We had, however, already heard that there is a huge Roman amphitheatre in Cartagena, so we went into the adjoining museum and from there to the amphitheatre itself: an awe-inspiring place, built in the 1st century BC, which has been amazingly well preserved considering that, or perhaps because, less than 20 years ago, it seemed no-one knew of its existence!

Figure 15 Amphitheatre, Cartagena, Spain
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How can you lose something that big you may ask! Well, a whole town’s worth of houses and shops and a huge Church, had been built over it many years ago, even using the capitals and sections from Corinthian columns as building materials! But at last we got the chance to appear on stage in Spain!

Figure 16 Amphitheatre, Cartagena, Spain
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From the amphitheatre we continued wandering through the city and were constantly amazed at the amount of excavation sites and Roman (and later) ruins. After sampling a Café Asiático (a local speciality and, it seemed, just a good excuse for the Spanish to add lots of alcohol and sugar to their coffee), we ventured uphill and passed a fairly complete bull ring, though in serious need of TLC, whilst visiting one of the three castles guarding the city from marauding armies. From the very interesting video we saw, we learned that their armies were regularly defeated, and the fortunes of Cartagena have fluctuated considerably over the last three thousand years!

As the clouds were beginning to reduce the heat of the sun somewhat, we decided to head back for the bus, but on our way we were drawn into a ferretaria and came out with....a salad bowl, no ferrets to be seen! (The name comes from the Latin ferrum – ‘iron’ – and, of course, refers to a hardware store.)

The sun was shining again the following day, so we made our way back into Cartagena and this time headed for the Roman Forum and baths area, an exceptionally well-presented exhibit that included a section of Roman road and some original murals.

Cartagena seemed to be trying very hard to re-invent itself after a depression; there were innumerable half-demolished buildings and many slum areas, but there were also some beautiful Baroque-style buildings and, of course, its impressive Roman past, which was clearly in the process of being excavated at various points around the city.

We bought some supplies at the little supermarket down the road and ate our meal al fresco, enjoying the evening sunshine. 

Benidorm (via Villajoyosa) – May 

As we approached Benidorm, Tim suggested that we go via Villajoyosa, a very pretty resort, whose history as a town dates back to the 6th century, although the town as it is known today was founded in 1293. Throughout the centuries, Villajoyosa (literally ‘joyful town’) has traded in olive oil, cereals, wine and shipbuilding, but today is most famous for its chocolate, the most well-known being Valor chocolate, that can be found in most shops and supermarkets throughout Spain. 

We drove down to the one-way, single track road along the sea front where there seemed to be a fiesta of some kind taking place, so it was quite busy, with stalls on the beach and lots of people milling around. Suddenly we were faced with an inflatable arch across the road that was about the height of the van (!) and was slightly offset so that we could not quite approach it straight on. We had no option but to go for it and almost removed it from its moorings as it clung to the roof for a short distance, oops! The policeman on duty was not at all amused but we pointed out that we had no choice! A large delivery van was following us, but had stopped to make a delivery, so I’m not sure whether the inflatable arch survived the rest of the day!

After escaping from there unscathed but traumatised, we drove up to the mountain village of Sella – where Tim had stayed on a previous occasion – to calm down. The mountains there are quite spectacular and bancales (‘terracing’, enabling the steep slopes to be farmed) have been created high on the mountain sides since the early 8th century, when much of the Iberian Peninsula was governed by Muslims who had come over from North Africa.

The clouds were gathering again and we were beginning to wonder whether the rain really was following us. We called in at Maria’s restaurant where we had a traditional Spanish meal of salchichons (sausages to you!), salad, dried and soaked broad beans (don’t ask, but quite tasty) and then proper traditional paella made with chicken and rabbit, delicious! After leaving Maria’s we called at the local bar in the village’s Plaza Mayor (‘main square’), where we arranged with Toni, the proprietor, the details for our first proposed forthcoming gig, under our stage name of ‘Two Shades of Grey’ (referring to the colour of our hair of course!).

Having stocked up with essentials at Carrefour we arrived at Camping Benidorm fairly late in the evening, got pitched up and put away our purchases: wine, beer, brandy, hmm seems to be a theme there. We were struggling with suitable places to store the wine and brandy and had to resort to putting the reds under the bed!

Thankfully the rain had passed us by without lingering, so we had a brief walk before settling down for the evening.

The next day dawned bright and sunny at last! We caught the bus from directly opposite the campsite into Benidorm and walked along the very busy Playa Levante, then caught the tram into Villajoyosa where it was much quieter; the fiesta and the inflatable arch had gone; who knows whether it had survived the day intact? We enjoyed some delicious designer tapas in the Taverna Valenciana El Pòsit – a little restaurant overlooking the beach – washed down with a rather copious amount of wine, then staggered across the road and relaxed on the beach in wall to wall sunshine and 28° for a couple of hours, bliss! We even managed a little paddle in the sea before making our way back towards Benidorm, where we met up with my son-in-law’s parents, John and Christine, who lived nearby at that time. It was really nice to have a chat and a few drinks with them before getting the bus back to our campsite.

By now three weeks had passed since we left the UK and we’d travelled almost 3000 miles. We had, of course, become fluent Spanish speakers (ha ha!), well, as long as we didn’t have to ask for anything too tricky, or understand the reply!

Amazingly more blue sky and sunshine greeted us the next day and we made use of the train to Villajoyosa again. This time we had one of the nicest pizzas we’ve ever had for our lunch (at Sole Mare Pizza) and then made it just across the road for another attempt at an (almost) all-over tan on the gorgeous beach there. Our peace was shattered by a couple of teenage girls keen to ensure that everyone on the beach could hear them, especially a teenage boy close by who was treated to a very sensuous demonstration of the application of sun-tan lotion.

In the evening we sat outside the van for our cup of tea, listening to the chirruping of the cicadas and the distant call of bingo numbers late into the night.

Calpé – May 

As we left Benidorm we called in again at Sella and had a short walk down to an old mill, believed to date back to Moorish times, where we picked some oranges and lemons from the trees on our way, delicious.

Our next campsite – Camping La Merced – at Calpé, around 30 miles north of Benidorm, was much quieter than the last campsite and we soon felt very much at home.

Figure 17 Playa de Fosse in Calpé, Spain
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The site was only around 5-10 minutes’ walk from the fabulous Playa de Fosse close to Calpé’s famous Peñón de Ifach rock (Peñón is Spanish for ‘crag’ or ‘rocky outcrop’) and, what’s more, only about three minutes’ walk from Aldi! Tim, however, found out to his cost that our campsite is a particular favourite of mosquitoes.

Having dealt with two loads of clothes before lunch, we collapsed, exhausted, on the beach in the afternoon, until some workmen had the effrontery to make a noise while we were trying to relax! Then a couple with two very small children sat about two metres away from us; a lovely family, but much too close for comfort! Our ability to attract noisy neighbours was clear!

After a sizzling night (!) Tim was forced to acknowledge that he shouldn’t have fallen asleep in the sun without first applying sun cream, but he bravely tackled the cycle path from very close to the campsite, that took us right into the town centre. 

After parking the bikes, we negotiated the ‘tourist trail’ of ‘gift’ shops and peddlers, without purchasing a single fake watch or handbag. We did, though, buy some detailed maps and, over a glass of wine and a coffee, planned our proposed trip into the mountains next week.

Figure 18 Calpé, Spain
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A husband and wife duo singing to backing tracks was our evening entertainment at a nearby hotel and we picked up a few ideas, both good and bad! They were very slick at their routine, but, of course, when singing to holidaymakers, it’s possible to continually do the same ‘set’, as the audience is constantly changing.

The following morning, we cycled to the promenade close to the Playa de Fosse and had a traditional Spanish breakfast: orange juice, coffee and tostados (‘toasted baguettes’) with pulped fresh tomato and olive oil: delicious and all for €2.50 each!

Our afternoon rehearsal in the campsite bar was to an audience of two small, rather fractious children and their mum, who, at least, appreciated us as a distraction if nothing else. We felt that we sounded at least as good as the couple we’d seen last night; maybe not quite as ‘slick’, but at least we hadn’t lost whatever ‘mojo’ we’d had!

The couple of hours’ relaxation on the beach was soon forgotten when, just after getting back to the van, we realised we’d forgotten to get vegetables for our evening meal; I went back to the supermarket while Tim put the chicken in the oven but on my way back I met him returning to the supermarket, as the potatoes had gone rotten! Just to complicate things further, the roasting bags had wedged themselves behind the drawer and I spent an hour or more trying to remove them with various implements and much frustration. We ended up eating at about 10pm! So much for relaxing!

Our morning plans also went a bit awry; whilst enjoying our al fresco breakfast, the time somehow got itself round to 10.30am, now, how did that happen? We’d been told that the bus to the tram station left just outside the campsite at 11.00am, so had to get ourselves quickly into gear, only to then discover that buses are less frequent on a Sunday (we’d lost track of the days!); we ended up walking into town and getting a taxi to the station – oh well!

After that, our journey went smoothly (we should have relished those rare moments!); the change of tram at Benidorm was seamless and we caught the bus to join my son-in-law’s parents for a drink on the balcony of their apartment, with a beautiful view of the Mediterranean coastline.

After a pleasant meal in Benidorm’s old town overlooking the sea, we said our goodbyes; our next meeting with them would be in the UK in September for our joint grandson’s christening. Tim and I made our way back to the station, arriving in plenty of time for our 6.18pm tram back, so we got out our books and read for a little while. We were suddenly aware that a tram had arrived at the opposite platform, but going in our direction. Dashing across the tracks we made it to the door...just as the tram pulled out. We couldn’t understand how we could have been at the wrong side, but then realised that that station is actually a passing point on what is otherwise a single-track line, so trams only use the platform we were waiting on when there is another tram coming the other way at the same time! I’m sure the tram driver and the two teenage boys on the platform thought it was very funny.... we were less amused as, although there was another tram to Benidorm in half an hour, we had missed our connection back to Calpé and the next one meant a wait of 1½ hours!

Fortunately it was a balmy evening, with a beautiful warm breeze, so we tried to be positive and made the most of our unexpected sojourn on Benidorm station, then, again, with a coffee, at Calpé as we then had a half hour wait for the bus back to the campsite. The bus eventually arrived...and then drove off, empty! We looked again at the timetable and realised the 9.10pm bus only ran in July and August! By then, a good hour’s walk back to the campsite was not something either of us relished (especially not in my new shoes!), so we phoned the taxi company (thankfully we’d taken a business card in the morning) and eventually arrived back at about 10.00pm, a journey of four hours! Nothing is simple is it? Maybe we should plan a little more!

After an exhausting morning cleaning and washing we bravely forced ourselves to have another cycle ride after lunch, this time around Calpé’s iconic rock that stands at 332m high. It is a popular challenge for climbers and notices warn that they must begin their climb before 10.00am as otherwise the sun becomes too hot by the time they reach the top. Again, the cycle path is excellent and it was a very peaceful and interesting ride, with beautiful views across the bay and we continued along the promenade towards town and rewarded ourselves with a couple of cool drinks whilst we sat and watched the world go by.

We had noticed, during our trip so far, that the ex-pat community is huge, in that part of Spain particularly; huge in both senses of the word: no six-packs, but lots of large barrels! We do wonder whether the lifestyle there has something to do with that too; after all, on a hot day, what could be nicer than a long cool beer or wine? (Suggestions please!) We had seen some people having a Baileys with ice for breakfast recently, which seemed a bit extreme, although I can’t deny that we’ve occasionally had a celebratory Bucks Fizz at breakfast time, only when appropriate, naturally! 

Our musings were interrupted by the excitable young women at the adjacent table (how do we keep finding these noisy people?) who were discussing the merits of tattoos, interspersed with that frequently over-used and entirely unnecessary adjective that begins with ‘f’. We had to smile when one of them declared that she’d had her trimmed pubic hair dyed green and a tattoo above it saying ‘keep off the grass’!

Tim cycled for a haircut the next morning – thereafter to be known as ‘Sean’ ☺ – and after lunch we had another rehearsal in preparation for our ‘gig’ at Toni’s bar in Sella on Friday evening. As we set off for our hard-earned siesta on the beach, we chatted briefly to our neighbour, who mentioned he was having chicken and chips for tea. Well, that was it, our planned quiche and salad just didn’t cut it with Tim any more, so the evening saw us at the little restaurant across the road, tucking into chicken and chips. As an added bonus, though, we managed to get ourselves another gig for Sunday evening at the restaurant.

So the quiche became breakfast.....then Tim discovered that the first bus from outside our campsite didn’t leave until 10.00am (we weren’t having much luck with the buses were we?). In the end, he sprinted down (well that’s what he told me) to the stop at the Mercadona (one of the most popular Spanish supermarkets) for the earlier bus into town, to pick up our Peugeot 207 hire car, then off we went on some amazing winding roads, with the most spectacular views across the mountains and row upon row of bancales. That particular area is used by many sports people, both for training (the ‘Sky’ team trained there in 2014 and we saw one dedicated guy on two skateboards using ski poles to propel himself uphill!) and for fun (we spotted a trailer of bikes at the top of the Sierra Aitana, that people then hire for the joy of freewheeling the 36kms downhill to near Villajoyosa); I’m not so sure I’d find it fun on those steep, winding roads, even if it is downhill all the way!

We discovered the Trestellador restaurant, hidden away in the mountains at Benimantell and, in temperatures reaching 31°, shared a delicious paella on the beautiful terrace there, whilst taking in the fabulous views over the mountains to the sea in the very far distance. Later, after a stroll to walk off our meal, we visited Guadalest, where the castle, built in the 11th century by Muslims, is astonishingly ... well... ‘perched’ upon a rock, with the only, small, entrance through the rock face! The beautiful clear blue sky allowed us some exceptional views.

Figure 19 Spain – Guadalest Castle (centre) on the rock!
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After breakfast the next day we paddled in the sea at the beautiful little cove at Benitaxell, followed by a cool (though expensive) drink, before we set off into the mountains again, this time on a different route but with similar splendid mountain scenery, blind corners, hairpin bends and steep, narrow roads. Our hire car was very comfortable and Tim considered it to be quite good to handle, though he remarked that it was so devoid of power ‘it wouldn’t pull the skin off a rice pudding’ (as his mum and granddad would have said!)

We explored some of the little villages on the way, with tiny streets almost impossible to get through without catching the walls, even just in our small car! After becoming disorientated in one of these tiny villages, Tim’s almost unerring (he would say ‘legendary’) sense of direction sadly let us down and we ended up going around 20kms out of our way! Hah! After that, we decided to ask Ms Satnav to make sure we didn’t go too far off our route again. I have to say that, apart from some instances when she had led us (literally!) up blind alleys, we were pretty impressed with the Tom-Tom’s ability to take us to, for example, the nearest Aldi, or to a campsite when our only information was its name!

As the day wore on, we kept a look out for somewhere to eat and eventually, in desperation, we decided to stop at an uninspiring small pool bar in Facheca. However, we were pleasantly surprised by the quality of the home-made tapas: salad, croquetas de cerdo (‘pork croquettes’), calamari, cheese and delicious bread and oils that went down very well with a pleasant glass of red wine. Incidentally, it’s worth mentioning that even the tiniest of villages seems to have a well maintained, good-sized, but little used municipal swimming pool; they seem to be closed for most of the year, only opening in July and August.

Our next stop was Agres, a small village located on the northern slope of the Sierra Mariola, at 723 metres above sea level. From the last houses of the village, the road climbs a steep, tree-lined hillside to the Sanctuary of the Mare de Déu del Castell (a Convent) that was built in the 15th century on the site of a Moorish castle. It was a beautiful evening and we enjoyed a peaceful walk through the cypress trees surrounding the convent.

On our way back through the village, we refreshed ourselves at the drinking-water fountain in the centre of the village, and were very pleased to manage conversations with a few Spanish ladies (who spoke no English)! One of them very proudly showed us her house, explaining that it had three floors and spanned the two streets we were looking at. In this area, though, Valencian Spanish is used alongside Castillian Spanish, which is a bit confusing for us, valiantly trying to get to grips with the language; some of the words are similar, eg playa/platja (‘beach’), agua/aigua (‘water’), and calle/carrer (‘street’), but others are very different. Of course, many people who go to Spain get by very well without learning the language, but knowing a little has been very useful, especially during our trips to some of the more remote villages.
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