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      For Phyllis,
      

      
      in celebration of all the fires we have lit together
 and the apples we have enjoyed.

      
      I am so fortunate to have you for my mother.

   
      
      Praise for the Olive series

      
      ‘Drinkwater has a sharp eye for character, and the people who populate The Olive Route will not disappoint her fans’
      

      
      Independent on Sunday

      
      ‘Drinkwater is a rare writer who tackles other people brilliantly … Vibrant, intoxicating and heartwarming’

      
      Sunday Express

      
      ‘A storyteller of great economy and deftness and one who, in telling tales, captures the Midi effectively. There are few better
         portraits of the different worlds – farmers and water-diviners, crooks and Euro-trash, Algerians and wearying officialdom
         – that intersect to create the Côte d’Azur’
      

      
      Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘The new leader of the pack’ The Times

      
      ‘Charming and well written. As the olives ripen to a luscious, dark-purply black, the reader is drawn into the peculiarities
         and joys of Provençal life’ Daily Mail

      
      A spellbinding memoir and a must for anyone who dreams of moving to a kinder climate and starting a new life’
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      Best known for her role as Helen Herriot in BBC Television’s All Creatures Great and Small (for which she was awarded The Variety Club Television Personality of the Year Award), Carol Drinkwater has enjoyed a long and distinguished career as both an actress and writer.
      

      
      During her acting career, she has worked in film, television and theatre. Her credits include working with Laurence Olivier at the National Theatre, Stanley Kubrick on A Clockwork Orange and Max Von Sydow, whom she played opposite in the film Father, for which she won the Critics Circle Award for Best Film Actress.
      

      
    Carol Drinkwater has written novels for both adults and children, including Abundance of Rain, Akin to Love and Mapping the Heart. Her bestselling children’s novel, The Haunted School, has sold more than 170,000 copies and was made into a film and television series which won the Chicago Film Festival Award for children’s films. She is also the author of the bestselling memoirs The Olive Farm, The Olive Season, The Olive Harvest, The Olive Route and The Olive Tree. Visit her website at www.caroldrinkwater.com
      

   
      
      

      
      Ah, if we could but answer! Or if we had tree-speech!
      

      
      D.H. Lawrence, Sea and Sardinia

   
      
      
      ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

      
      It is impossible to list the numerous folk who have been involved in this book, companions along the way or casual encounters,
         some who added vibrancy or occasionally irritation to my journey.
      

      
      Those who cannot be forgotten, in no particular order, are Matty and Sammy Cremona, Soheila and Alex Hayek, Giorgio Ruta,
         Marie-Gabrielle and François L’Huillier, Hocine Diffalah, Guy Beaufoy, Salvatore Spatola, Hamzaoui Mohamed, José Gómez, Dighton
         Spooner, Federico La Notte, The Argan families, Attilio Sonnoli, Antonio Azara, Peter Greene, Nicola Noviello, Mustafa and
         Nadget Bouchema and a dozen, if not more, beekeepers in Algeria.
      

      
      Back at home, hearty thanks go to Frank Barrett, Wendy Driver, Susie de Carteret, Chris Brown, Carmel Lynch for the argan
         tips, Alan Samson, my splendid editor, Jonathan and Marion Lloyd for loyal support, Dennis Drinkwater and Hitesh Shah.
      

      
      At my publishing house, Orion, an entire team are beavering away, all of whom are excellent, headed by Susan Lamb and ably
         supported by so many including Lucinda McNeile and Jessica Mead.
      

      
      As always to the booksellers and buyers, a very big hearfelt thank you.

      
      Lastly, Michel: you come first.

      
   
      
      

      [image: image]


      
      STRANGE FRUITS

      [image: image]

      
      It was the season of nightingales, our May songstress, diva of the Cannes Film Festival. The olive groves were aflame with
         red poppies while on high, in the canopies, the trees were shedding their minuscule petals, floating earthwards they were,
         falling like grains of sand. The days had grown so hot, so rainless, that it might have been mid-summer. Our nights, stars
         bright and low in the heavens. Guests were with us: business colleagues who had flown in to attend the festival. I was lost
         in a world of my own, preoccupied, drifting through the greater part of the days in the shade at the table beneath the Magnolia grandiflora, downloading photo images from my laptop on to disks. I had only days earlier returned from strifetorn Israel and Palestine,
         the last ports of call on the first half of a solo, round-the-Mediterranean journey. War was looming once more in those Middle
         Eastern territories. I had sensed the itch of it during my travels, rubbed up against its steel edge. The news coming out
         of Lebanon seemed to confirm the world’s worst fears.
      

      
      I had made good friends over that way, found perhaps the oldest living trees on the planet there. I was fretting for their
         safety.
      

      
      The last invader on my mind was the Bactrocera (Dacus) Oleae.

      
      June: wrong time of year to travel; best to sit it out, take time, relax. Days among the trees, earth-digging in the greenhouse,
         cane-cutting for tomatoes. Yes, pass the summer on the farm, set off again when the leaves are golden, gathering the threads
         in the autumn. White, box-shaped monitoring traps were being unloaded. Michel had collected them from Nice. Now, they were
         being hung by Quashia on the outer branches, south side of the olive trees, in the lower groves. They exuded a scent, a pheromone,
         these inanimate boxes, masquerading as female olive flies, luring the unsuspecting male. It alerted the farmer to the insect’s
         flight path. As soon as the first sighting was recorded, it was essential to bring out the spraying machines, go to work,
         zap. I stared down the terraces at the traps, motionless in the beating, windless heat. They might have been party lanterns,
         these traps for randy flies! I was bowing to the majority. My husband, Michel, and our loyal Algerian-Arab gardener of sixteen
         years, Mr Quashia, were urging me to accept the treatment of the trees.
      

      
      ‘The olives must be protected, if we are not to lose everything again.’

      
      Bactrocera (Dacus) Oleae, the dreaded mouche d’olive, the olive fruit fly (we had nicknamed it Dacus), remained an undefeated enemy. It has no natural predators in Europe.
      

      
      ‘Feed them to the nightingales!’ I joshed.

      
      Almost invisible, these insects appeared with the first heat and laid their eggs within the soft, delicate flesh of the olive
         pit, the developing drupe. We had lost our entire crop two winters back due to my ‘stubbornness’, my refusal to kill them
         off with insecticides, the men reminded me. The previous season had yielded a feeble return so we had experimented with bottle
         traps, but these had proved unsuccessful.
      

      
      It is frequently the case with olive trees that one year they deliver bumper crops and the following lesser quantities. This autumn was promising a bumper return.
      

      
      ‘It’s foolishness, Carol, to risk it.’

      
      Michel was in the kitchen preparing lunch. I was still buried in my own shaded world beneath the magnolia when Quashia came
         running to tell us ‘the critters have arrived!’ I protested one last time, arguing the case for an insecticide-free, organic
         harvest.
      

      
      ‘The flies rot the fruits, Carol.’

      
      Michel nodded, concurring.

      
      ‘I don’t understand why you can’t support this,’ I said to him in English.

      
      ‘Because Quashia’s right. If there was an alternative … but there isn’t.’

      
      Eventually, begrudgingly, I deferred to the power of two, to the others’ point of view, and the men set to spraying the oliviers. It was the last week of June.
      

      
      ‘Note it down, Carol! Mark it in your diary.’

      
      The products remained effective for a mere twenty-one to twenty-eight days. The process had to be repeated at almost monthly
         intervals right through to October, till the summer heat had abated and the flies had given up their begetting. Habitually,
         this had amounted to three, even four sprays annually but recently, due to the lengthening summers and climatic changes, spraying
         was becoming a five-time requisite. I was praying this would not prove the pattern this year.
      

      
      I had moved indoors, out of the heat, spending my days in my den. Or I kept in the shade, watching the slick of mercury rising.
         Clipped up outside the greenhouse, the thermometer was registering high nineties. July. Wide-sky blueness, not a cloud in
         sight. Rainless, rainless days. The droning, lusty whistle of the cicadas on heat. The drone of helicopters scouting for fires.
         Irrigation was our all-consuming occupation. Mr Quashia donned the Panama I had given him and took control. Michel and I assumed all other farm responsibilities. The flies
         had punctured few fruits and the olives were fattening up splendidly.
      

      
      Lebanon and Israel were at war.

      
      Michel was called back to Paris.

      
      Quashia and I were closing holes in the fences to keep the dogs from escaping and harassing the postgirl, jittery at the best
         of times but impossible in this insufferable heat. We were refilling the water basin every two days. Watering, watering. A
         call from Paris took me north where I joined my husband. I needed information, documentation regarding an Algerian visa for
         my upcoming travels. Quashia enjoyed holding the fort. He was reconstructing walls, digging paths, relentlessly energetic.
         Uphill tracts were required for a tractor – who was to drive it? – to access the apex of the land where several young olive
         groves planted a few years earlier were rising vigorously. Our new plumber had been called in to lay down coils of black piping;
         yard after yard snaked beside the trunk bases along baked-brittle terraces at the summit of the land. We were installing a
         drip-feed system for the younger groves, more difficult to access. Our water consumption had quadrupled. The goutte-à-goutte, drop-by-drop feeding, was healthier for the trees and consumed less water.
      

      
      I spoke to Quashia on the telephone on a daily basis, listening while he bitched about the insufferable heat, ‘la canicule’. To make matters worse, Ramadan, the Islamic month of fasting, had fallen; the poor man was suffering for his faith. Our friend
         was working in temperatures of close to a hundred, quenching the thirst of the plants without the liberty of slaking his own.
      

      
      In Paris, my Algerian visa was proving problematic. I had applied for it twice, and did not want to leave the city again without
         it. On both occasions it had been thrown back at me, for infuriatingly insignificant reasons. I furnished what had been requested for a third time, delivering the forms personally, and was warned by the young Algerian that I could be looking
         at a forty-five-day delay. A postponement of my departure seemed the only avenue open to me if I was not to risk being refused
         entry at the Algerian border. It was inconvenient. I had been planning to travel during the winter months when the roads and
         hotels were less tourist-loaded and I wanted to be back in France by late May.
      

      
      September was in full-throttle, but the heat showed no signs of abating. I decided to sit out the wait at the farm assisting
         Quashia, releasing him to sleep during the noonday, the most taxing for his fast. It was mid-afternoon when I arrived. No
         sign of life besides the four dogs who thundered down the drive, leaping, slobbering over me, walking on my feet as I pulled
         the gates to. Quashia was occupied elsewhere, preparing his post-sundown meal, perhaps. As I followed the winding drive towards
         the villa, I paused to admire our crop’s growth, but the trees were a sorry sight, in dire need of water, even the old fellows
         who always fended for themselves, but it was not their water-stressed, shrivelled condition that was shocking to me. It was
         the shade of the fruits: the olives were black. It was not a play of light; the olives were black.
      

      
      ‘But it cannot be!’ I cried to no one.

      
      If the dreaded female fly manages to perforate the base of the drupe and lay her eggs, the larvae remain there, feeding off
         the fruit’s juice and flesh. Eventually, sucked dry of oil and nutrients, the drupe turns black and drops to the ground.
      

      
      This can’t be happening, I moaned half audibly.

      
      In spite of all the toxins we had rained down upon the trees, and no matter what anyone from the Chambre d’Agriculture or
         the garden centre had assured us, these products were toxic; how had the flies still prospered and penetrated the fruits?
      

      
      I took a closer look, cradling several of the small olives between my fingers and I was amazed, heartened to observe that
         the fruits were perfectly healthy. When the fly slips her ovipositor, her tubular egg-laying organ, into the fruit, puncturing the outer layer of skin as she does so, an infinitesimal
         circular black bruise appears on the olive. It is frequently the first clue we farmers have of the fly’s presence in the groves.
         I could find none. I moved between trees, up and down terraces, scrupulously examining the crops. I found no signs of infestation.
      

      
      So, why were so many of the olives black? Had another rot taken hold? The explanation proved quite simple, but equally troubling.

      
      Our olives, or more than 50 per cent in this expanse of garden where the most mature groves on the estate dominated, were
         ripe. It was mid-September. The ripening process of an olive is quite splendid as it passes through its spectrum of ravishing
         colours. It begins as a hard, pale green bead. Then, during the months of summer, it slowly develops a piebald, green-violet
         hue. Finally, after metamorphosing into a rich shade of prune, it turns black. This final stage rarely, if ever, takes place
         before Christmas, and we do not wait for that transformation. The harvest kick-off, la cueillette, is traditionally the third week of November. We prefer to gather the fruits at the outset when the olives are tournant, ‘turning’, between green and prune. Looking about the groves, I calculated that our crop was two months ahead of schedule.
      

      
      This was a state of affairs I had not encountered before.

      
      I deposited my luggage and hurried to telephone the mill.

      
      ‘The miller’s away until next week.’

      
      When I explained the crisis to his assistant, anxious to know whether others had phoned in with the same dilemma, the gloomy
         girl said no one else had complained.
      

      
      ‘Sounds as if flies’ve got ’em. They’ll fall. You’ll be losing the lot.’

      
      Even if we dropped everything and picked the black fruits immediately, it was highly unlikely that any mill would be open.
         No one starts pressing in September, not even as far south as Malta. But even if one mill made the entrepreneurial decision to open their doors two months early, there was precious
         little to press. The fruits were ripe on the surface, but they were still too small, barely more than skin and stone. At this
         stage, the oil quantity within them would be minimal.
      

      
      I am not an olive farmer by profession. It is my passion, but, had it also been our livelihood, this unheard-of turn of events
         would have been sufficient to cause financial disruption, if not ruin. As it was, we would be losing all this year’s investment.
         We were always struggling; we ran the farm on a shoestring. Still, its viability was not my first concern. I wanted to know
         what was going on.
      

      
      The previous autumn, during late October, early November, a spell of unseasonably hot weather had hit our coast. It had taken
         many farmers by surprise. The olive fly is known to breed whenever temperatures are suitably ambient. Last year, the little
         pest had a bonus outing. After the final spray of the year had been completed and the fruits were oleaginous and plump, Indian
         summer temperatures hit the coast and out came the fly, tunnelling its deadly reproductive organ into the fat offerings and,
         at the last moment, contaminated all unprotected crops.
      

      
      The previous winter at Appassionata, our olive farm in the south of France, another incident, equally disturbing, had occurred.
         The orange trees, whose customary sweet-scented flowers open from bud in early spring, blossomed in November. I remembered
         circling the trees on several occasions and asking Michel, ‘What will this mean for their cycle?’
      

      
      The flowers died off before Christmas and as the new year unfolded green nubs began to appear. The trees were fruiting three
         months ahead of schedule. When March came round, I was away on my travels; the natural cycle of the citruses kicked in and
         they flowered again, and throughout this summer the orange groves have been nurturing two generations of baby fruits: one
         crop larger and more advanced than the other, growing simultaneously on the branches. What will this mean, I asked myself. If a woman conceived and carried
         a foetus for four months and then conceived again, would this be science fiction? These unnatural occurrences were the direct
         result of soaring temperatures; unprecedented heat waves; interminable dry spells; plant cycles out of sync: climate change,
         earth mismanagement.
      

      
      I stood alone in the house, ranting. We had taken the advice, heeded the recommendations of experts and had invested money
         that I would have preferred not to spend on expensive products. Chemicals, which, in my opinion, were not fit to be sprayed
         on a weed-infested parking lot let alone on our delectable olives. When I failed to reach Gérard, our experienced and always
         helpful miller, I picked up the phone to our man at the Chambre d’Agriculture.
      

      
      ‘Yes, the groves are ahead of schedule by one month,’ he confessed.

      
      ‘Here it is closer to two,’ I said, determined to register accurate facts.

      
      He was perplexed, but was unable to offer any solutions except to warn me, ‘You must spray the trees again at once.’

      
      ‘I don’t want to do that. We have sprayed three times already this summer, and—’

      
      ‘The heat is showing no signs of abating. It is imperative you spray or you will lose everything. You are legally entitled
         to spray five times. This will only be your fourth outing.’
      

      
      I argued the point no further.

      
      Quashia and I set to work laying nets. There was no need to cut back the grass beneath the trees because the ground was a
         dustbowl. There had been no rain since April. We harvested the small ripe fruits and I pickled them. No longer oil material,
         these early samples were destined to be winter table olives. So, they had not gone to waste. Still, the crisis had been laid
         at our farm door.
      

      
      ‘I am not doing it,’ I said to Michel once he had returned from Paris. ‘No more spraying.’

      
      He begged me to be less inflexible. ‘We have chosen to use pesticides this year. It does not make sense to sabotage the process
         midway and lose the crop at this stage.’
      

      
      He and Quashia went to work and I kept out of the way, ruminating, frustrated, angry.

      
      Michel arrived back at lunchtime, covered in sweat and leaves and debris, looking very much the worse for wear. ‘It’s pretty
         foul, that stuff, un vrai saloperie; you’re right.’
      

      
      ‘Exactly. There has to be something less noxious.’

      
      ‘If there was, don’t you think we’d know about it?’

      
      My Algerian visa arrived, but, in the light of what had come to pass, I postponed my travel plans and stayed home to help
         with the harvest. I found a mill high in the hills, operating the ancient granite-stone system. It had begun pressing. I booked
         us an appointment. All hands to the land, to gather for this first oil of the season.
      

      
      The following day I received a letter from the AOC office. ‘Chers adhérents’, it began before issuing an official warning to all AOC-registered farms. NO FRUIT was to be picked or harvested during the
         twenty-one days that followed a spraying. It was an illegal act to do so (due to toxin residue left in the fruits, which they
         omitted to mention). I totted up the dates, realised that we would be within the infringement period and called to cancel
         the recently booked mill rendezvous. I was seething. Fruits were falling, fruits were rotting.
      

      
      Gérard eventually switched on the centrifuge machines two weeks ahead of schedule. Now came the next challenge: les étourneaux, the starlings. The hungry creatures were congregating, Hitchcockian swarms blackening the skies, plunging down upon the branches
         and picking them clean within a matter of hours.
      

      
      ‘Next year, the chemical companies will be marketing a vastly expensive spray aimed at the destruction of the starlings!’ I bellowed to anyone within the farm’s parameters who was
         still willing to listen to me.
      

      
      With a trio of friends who descended from various points north, we swooped upon the trees ourselves, gathering the fruits
         at top speed and I hastened them to the mill. The ratio of oil to fruit was 7 per cent down on our previous year. We were
         not alone. Every farmer I spoke to told the same sorry tale, but few acknowledged that what we were looking at was a climate
         shift, a problem partially caused by ourselves, by the tons of pesticides and products rained down upon our agricultural lands.
      

      
      I bumped into René, our silver-haired friend and erstwhile olive guru, at the weighing machines. He was in the company of
         the local water sorcerer. René was running Raymond’s farm. Seven hundred trees, a little more than double our count and producing
         a ten times greater yield. They were pressing their first harvest of one and a half ton of fruits.
      

      
      ‘It’s just a freak season,’ was Rene’s explanation. ‘You’ll be fine next year. You should water the trees more frequently.
         You’ll get more oil.’
      

      
      ‘We’ve got four wells now and the pump is turning day and night. The fields are always irrigated. We’re expecting twelve tons
         of fruit this year,’ glowed the sorcerer.
      

      
      Christmas came. We bottled our new oil and celebrated its arrival with friends, as was our tradition, though I genuinely believed
         its quality and taste had been compromised. Still, it was fine, I had to admit it.
      

      
      It was January, unseasonably warm. From the farm’s upper terraces looking west, a dense custard-yellow cloud had broken across
         the Fréjus promontory and Esterel. The mimosa trees were bursting into blossom, flecking and fleshing out the lower slopelands.
         They were three weeks ahead of season. I was finally ready to hit the road. Fortuitously, Michel was due to attend a documentary film festival in Barcelona. I set my disembarkation date to coincide with his stay
         there. Circumnavigating the western Mediterranean in an anti-clockwise direction, I intended to slip south from upper Spain,
         cross to North Africa, traverse the sea again to Sicily and, skirting the western coast of Italy via dreamed-of destinations,
         meander back home, returning to Appassionata.
      

      
      My quest for ancient stories of the olive tree, of those who transported it to remote, watery inlets within the Mediterranean,
         still held true. I hoped to discover a gnarled, buckled old oleaster or two, a western Mediterranean long-termer, and some
         fascinating folklore, but to that had now been added another dimension: the twenty-first-century olive. I was still eager
         to track the myths and legends of peoples residing around this sea, whose ancestors grew up with the medicinal powers and
         mysteries of the olive, but I was concerned now for its future. I wanted to grasp the newer picture. I wanted to comprehend
         the scenario unfolding before us, and how we, on our little farm, might fight the dreaded pests without chemicals, without
         distressing our small patch of earth and its ecosystem.
      

   
      
      NORTHERN SPAIN
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      In the hills surrounding Nice, for those farming cailletier olives the harvests had been stored. Now came pruning, and Appassionata’s centuries-old groves required challenging hours
         of labour. We had not cut back for three years and within the trees’ canopies hung clusters of dead, briared branches, but
         we were leaving Quashia alone so he could only handle the essentials. We could have attacked the work before Christmas, given
         that our vintage had been early, but I had entreated the others to hold off, anxious to lessen the disruption of the plants’
         cycles. I was unsure whether adhering to regularity could soften the impact of climate changes. Still, I argued for the rhythms
         of time-honoured seasons until we knew better. I was booked on the Ventimiglia to Montpelier TGV train, en route for Barcelona,
         leaving early the following morning. A batch of forms had arrived from the oil bureaucrats, officials whose task it was to
         oversee the quality of oil produced by farmers, requesting details of the damage our farm had suffered at the beaks of the
         thieving starlings. I stuffed them into my luggage. I had months of travelling before me and was scribbling last-minute, almost-forgotten
         instructions for Quashia, a personal detail or two into my own notebook, before I shut down my laptop, slid it into my already straining backpack and turned out the light. This time tomorrow I would
         be in Spain.
      

      
      I could not claim to know Spain, having visited the country on four previous occasions only, skimming its rim, dipping into
         its cities, but I had never infiltrated its dark and mysterious heart, never penetrated its multi-layered substance. Reflecting
         on those earlier excursions, recalling images, I realised that my impressions were barely more than clichés: a nation of bullfighters,
         flamenco dancers, overcrowded tourist resorts, Virgin Marys, tapas: nothing but a fistful of Spanish iconography churned out regularly for postcards.
      

      
      I had embarked on my first trip when I was thirteen. Of the silver-grey olive and the sweetly scented citrus groves I had
         been ignorant. Totting up dates, I realised our holiday had taken place during the latter part of Franco’s dictatorship, he
         who wrested Spain from the Republicans in 1939 after a grotesque three-year civil war and remained in power until his death
         in 1975. Along with my parents and younger sister, I had set out for the Costa Daurada, Spain’s Golden Coast, driving from
         rural Kent with its gentle oasthouse scenery in my parents’ Austin A60 Cambridge. Today, it would be a trip of no consequence
         but back then it was, not brave, but reasonably ambitious. Continental holidays were not a common event in the market-town
         world of my childhood. So here we were, descending France on course for the northern Spanish fishing village of Sitges. The
         journey itself took us the better part of three days. I sat in the front with my father, a series of maps on my lap, proudly
         navigating while my mother and sister dozed in the back.
      

      
      Recollections of that two-week sojourn are patchy. What remained was the incident of my father’s food poisoning. Our three-star
         establishment served the demi-pension meals in a vine-bowered garden. So exotic, so sweetly scented it seemed to me until my father began to interrogate the waiter,
         attempting to identify the meat on our plates. The fellow appeared not to understand. This caused Daddy to yell at the underling,
         and the more vocal my father grew the less willing was the waiter to furnish the information; the less willing, in fact, to
         attend to us at all.
      

      
      ‘Please leave it, Peter,’ pleaded my mother on the second or third balmy evening, but Daddy refused to.

      
      I have a clear memory of the embarrassment I felt as he stabbed at the tablecloth with a thick finger and over-enunciated
         his perpetual question.
      

      
      ‘What meat is this you’re serving us? I am paying for it; I want to know what I’m eating.’

      
      The thin-boned Spaniard, who had given up on verbal responses, stood alongside the check-clothed table, his arms hanging loosely
         at his side as though held together by string, and shrugged.
      

      
      Eventually, patience at an end, my father lifted his plate and waved it beneath the nose of the feckless server. ‘This,’ he
         bellowed red-faced, pointing at a threadbare cut of steak. ‘What is it?’
      

      
      The waiter, probably in his late teens, certainly no more than early twenties, and no doubt grateful for this summer employment,
         even if, in my father’s opinion, he showed little aptitude for his role, sighed, raised two fingers to each side of his black-haired
         head and emitted the sounds ‘Ee-aw, ee-aw’.
      

      
      ‘Donkey! Jesus Christ!’

      
      Directly after dinner, my father retired upstairs to a room that reeked of Ambre Solaire, Yardley’s lavender water and Brylcreem.
         Mummy drew the curtains while my father, supine on the bed in the crepuscular light, groaned dramatically. During the succeeding
         days, he refused to budge while beyond the windows the sun beat down on to melting tarmac and glimmering sea and we were obliged
         to entertain ourselves without him. Each morning after breakfast, when we tiptoed into the sacred darkness to give him a kiss,
         he rasped instructions about digging into the pockets of his shorts to extract a fistful of pesetas for ice creams.
      

      
      ‘I told you it was better not to ask,’ sighed my pretty mother, shaking her head at the condition of him.

      
      She took us to a seaside church – Sant Bartolomeu, it must have been – to light candles for his swift recovery, but he was
         little changed when we returned from the beach later, arms full of soggy towels. There, a service with high mass was under
         way with a dozen or more newborns in neatly pressed white gowns cradled in the arms of doting parents. I had never before
         been present at a communal baptism and it was the closest we came to brushing shoulders with the life of the local inhabitants.
         I would not have understood that it was financially less taxing to employ the priest for several christenings all at once
         and I had certainly not been aware of the crippling poverty and oppression the Catalans were enduring. I knew nothing of the
         dictatorship and how would I have understood that the tourism we represented must have been a godsend to those people?
      

      
      Reflecting now from the rolling train, I found myself curious about the life of that beleaguered, melancholy waiter. Where
         was he today? Had he dreaded the sight of us? Was the opportunity to eat donkey a blessing that he and his family with lowlier
         rations would have thanked God for? When we were not on the beach sunbathing, we traipsed narrow streets in search of somewhere
         for a cup of tea. Phyllis, my mother, was tea mad: ‘I could kill for a nice cup of tea.’ Back on his feet, back to his old
         self, my father took great delight in dragging us from beachside café to beachside café, comparing prices. It drove me crazy
         with boredom. Then an outing to the nearby city of Barcelona, thirty-five minutes north of Sitges, where catastrophe struck
         us once more when my father found himself driving the tramlines, and in the wrong direction. Due to onslaughts of hooting
         traffic, he was unable to shift. Such panic when an oncoming tram approached, blasting its horn, flashing its lights, my mother yelling, ‘Peter !’…
      

      
      I was seated at a café on the terraced pavement outside the gare, the Montpelier railway station, recalling these paper-thin memories. Since that first, somewhat troubled adolescent visit,
         I had only managed whistle-stop trips to the cities of Madrid and Barcelona and what delighted me about such lack of familiarity
         was the realisation that I was uninitiated. It felt as though I was entering Spain for the first time.
      

      
      The third week of January; sun shining; weather winter-perfect. All about me, sporting black anti-reflect sunglasses, inhaling,
         slow exhale, cigarette smoke rising, were Arabs, business folk, students. I had departed that morning, winding and wheeling
         from Cannes along the speckled coast. Now, I had two hours to kill before I picked up a Spanish express due to deliver me
         late into the Catalonian capital where Michel awaited me. His commitments honoured, we would weekend there. Afterwards, his
         itinerary led him to Paris while mine was to be local buses, coach-and island-hopping, pleasing myself, tracking olive clues,
         until I had descended the peninsula. Cádiz for Mardi Gras. Cádiz hosts one of the most popular of Spain’s many carnivals and
         contains a wealth of olive history. Onwards from a neighbouring port, Algeciras or Tarifa, south to Morocco. Most of this
         was undiscovered territory for me. I had settled upon this loose, snake-like peregrination principally to avoid the over-constructed
         coast roads. Also, I had a rendezvous with an Englishman who had bought an olive and fig farm in Extremadura, a lesser known
         region deep in the heart of Spain, west of Madrid. Aside from a few exchanged emails, I knew very little about him. His details
         reached me by a very circuitous route. I had approached Friends of the Earth and from there was led to European Funding. They,
         in turn, suggested I contact Simon.
      

      
      This Spanish train offered far fewer comforts than its French counterpart. There was nowhere to purchase coffee or sandwiches; it lacked both bar and refreshment trolley. So I settled
         to gazing at the passing view of rose-mirrored wetlands reflecting the setting sun. It was Friday. Dusk was rolling into evening.
         The world of Europe was commuting home for the weekend while I was off on a brand new adventure into forgotten epochs, southern
         elsewheres.
      

      
      In May past, I had returned to the farm after an eight-month expedition encircling the eastern basin of the Mediterranean.
         Commencing in Beirut, I had ascended into the Christian hills of Mount Lebanon. There was a village, Bechealeh, where the
         survivors from two olive groves were thriving, fruiting even, in among terraces of trees planted dozens of centuries later.
         What was remarkable about these ancient colossi was that they had been scientifically dated at between six and seven thousand
         years old. On a journey that had carried me across seas, cultures, history, war zones, time and space, I had come face to
         face with what might well have been the naissance of olive farming and had spent a moment of time in the presence of, possibly,
         the oldest living examples of life on earth. The sequoia forests in California, often cited, are the tallest but not the most
         aged. Some have reached 1500 years, but they are mere babies alongside those Lebanese masters.
      

      
      Who planted those olive trees? Whose was the unidentified hand that had first reached up into an olive branch and picked off
         one small berry, firm and single-seeded? Where had that happened? Which peoples or person had first come up with the idea
         of taking a drupe and grinding its stoned fruit to a pulp, thus releasing its powerful, essential golden oil? Who was the
         man or woman – from which clan or tribe – who had first cultivated the wild ancestor of Olea europaea?

      
      The answers remained mysteries.

      
      If two small groves of olives can survive for the entire span of man’s civilised history, what might we learn from their staying power? What opportunities might they offer for our future?
      

      
      During those earlier travels, I had been bowled over by the ingenuity of nature, become fascinated by the wealth of history
         and civilisations residing at the Mediterranean’s rim, bobbing about its shores, where the first alphabets were born, where
         the seeds of agriculture had been sown. And always, everywhere, the olive tree had played a significant role. Since Michel
         and I set up home on our olive farm, I had developed a profound affinity with these trees. Their longevity, mystery, medicinal
         powers, not to mention their gnarled and tortured beauty, set them apart. Olives are a cornerstone of the Mediterranean’s
         traditions and cultures, but the ancestry of both the wild and cultivated varieties remain an unsolved mystery.
      

      
      The answers mattered to me now more than ever, because I felt our own farm, its direction, was at risk.

      
      Spain. Its history leads us to a remote, almost ungraspable past, even before the existence of olea, the wild olive tree, as far as I was aware. Some millennia before Spain and Portugal had come into existence, this peninsula
         had been populated by Iberians, a people, or peoples, who had crossed over from Africa by the shortest route possible. Setting
         sail on rafts from what today is the northern coast of Morocco, passing by Gibraltar – almost certainly some disembarked and
         settled there – and then continuing onwards to the foot of the mainland. I was moving in the opposite direction, towards that
         Iberian influx, and would, undoubtedly, encounter clues both botanical and otherwise, to their history. This African exodus
         is thought to have taken place somewhere around 3000 BC – a thousand and so years after the Bechealeh groves of Lebanon had been planted – and these Iberian peoples were destined
         to become the roots of ‘Spain’. They brought the great African continent and its earliest traditions to this more northerly,
         river-veined, mountain-divided promontory. Did they bring with them rudimentary agricultural expertise? Did they plant olive trees? I did not know, yet.
      

      
      But they were not the beginning of the story. Further north, travelling Spain’s other sea borders, its blustery Atlantic coasts
         and elevations, Stone Age settlers or nomads had already left significant traces. Beyond Barcelona, I intended to begin there,
         to pay a visit to those cave dwellers, those prehistoric hunters …
      

      
      The train slowed, wheezed and ground to a halt. I peered into the darkness. We were at Portbou station, held up at the border
         by frontier police. A voice from a whistling loudspeaker informed us, in Spanish and French, that disembarkation was forbidden,
         interdit, prohibido. Twenty or more officers, police and customs, boarded, snaking the carriages’ central aisles, checking identity cards. Sniffer
         dogs accompanied them. I was obliged to show my passport three times. Visible within shadows and shafts of light beyond my
         windowpane were the black hands on the broad-faced station clock. They marked the hour between half-past eight to after nine.
         I began to feel agitated. This is Europe, I was thinking, Portbou, whose rail tracks were laid in 1929 to create easier access
         into Spain when the World Exposition was held for the second time in Barcelona. What was causing such a lengthy delay? Surely
         not routine checks? Since the Madrid bombings of 2004, when the central station of Atocha and several commuter trains, las Cercanías, travelling at rush hour towards the Spanish capital were blasted by a series of strategically targeted bombs leaving close
         to two hundred dead and almost 2000 injured, security at every port of entry must have been permanently tightened. I could
         only assume that nothing imminently threatening was holding us up.
      

      
      Eventually our transport juddered back out of the border station. It was a quarter past nine. Beyond the windows, the deep,
         dark silhouettes of the January countryside were inpenetrable. I opened up the thumbed, yellowing paperback balanced on my knees: George Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia: ‘... the red flags in Barcelona, the gaunt trains full of shabby soldiers creeping to the front, the grey war-stricken towns
         further up the line …’ The Spain I was about to penetrate would be neither that of my childhood nor Orwell’s from his time
         of service with the militia during the civil war, but where my roads would lead me, what I would find, I had little inkling.
      

      
      Disembarking at Estaciós França, worn out after eleven hours of trains, a taxi delivered me to the attractive boutique hotel
         situated close to the Museu d’Art Contemporani, a couple of blocks from the Plaça de Catalunya, once the extremity of the
         old city walls, that stood at the head of the tree-lined Las Ramblas, where my husband awaited me. It was almost ten thirty,
         the perfect time to venture forth on a Friday night in search of dinner. Michel suggested we stroll Las Ramblas – the local
         Catalan language uses Les Rambles – and then double back to a bar, a cerveceria, he had discovered where they served delicious tapas.

      
      The late evening air was agreeable. Flower stalls lined the pedestrian walkways. Being together was a pleasure, precious days
         set aside before I disappeared south.
      

      
      ‘Rambla,’ I said, as we meandered hand in hand down the avenue and I revelled in the blast and spectacle of colours, the noise
         and activity, ‘is a derivative of the Arabic ramla, “a sandy or stony riverbed”.’
      

      
      During earlier times throughout Spain, in the dry season, the ramlas were access routes for packhorses and donkeys. The poet Federico García Lorca described Las Ramblas, this world-famous series
         of ramlas, as the only boulevard in the world that he wished would never end. In spite of its chaotic liveliness, its almost souk-like
         crush of life and commerce, I wondered why. It led directly to the port. Lorca was at home in ports with their transient encounters,
         the passage of itinerant peoples. He enjoyed the company of sailors, but he was not happy at sea; he was afraid of water. A son of well-heeled gentleman
         farmers, he was a child of the land. Earth images, olives especially, were omnipresent in his poetry and plays.
      

      
      Barcelona was vibrant, gearing up for its nocturnal pastimes. Long gone was a city chipped at the edges by civil war, where
         blood ran down the walls and trickled through the streets. Michel talked about the films he had seen at the festival and then
         we mused upon Spain, quite possibly the first land mass in Europe to have been inhabited. There were so many Spains. Was there
         a unifying heart to this nation? Spain, whose admission into the European Union transformed the prospects of a people pinched
         and deprived of democracy for half a century.
      

      
      ‘Spain is a land without a backbone,’ the philosopher and writer Ortega y Gasset observed in 1922. Divided by several high
         and jagged mountain ranges, las sierras, and rivers. Over millennia, these had created distinctive peoples with their own linguistic and cultural differences. Peoples
         who, until the late twentieth century, were almost incapable of being harnessed into a whole, into a coherent nation. I wondered
         whether these social fissures accounted in part for the nation’s tumultuous, fascistic history.
      

      
      ‘What do you hope to find here?’ Michel asked me.

      
      ‘For five centuries from 218 BC , the Romans ruled over this peninsula. They planted leagues of olive trees and transformed this fist of land into the world’s
         leading producer of olives and oil. They used the oil to fuel their capital, feed their armies and, for the transportation
         of those crops, they fired tons of clay pots, amphorae. Spanish olive oil was traded, delivered to the extremities of the
         Roman Empire. Yet the Spanish were never in the driving seat. Two thousand years on and the situation has changed. Spain has
         finally clawed itself to the position of olive oil superpower. They are farming over 300 million olive trees, producing 30
         per cent of the world’s oil. They have usurped the title from Italy. I am looking forward to tracing the shift that has taken place and, who knows, perhaps I’ll
         find a Roman olive tree or two or, if I am really lucky, the oldest olive tree in the western Mediterranean.’
      

      
      Retracing our steps towards Plaça de Catalunya, crossing over by an empty pizzeria, we arrived at Michel’s choice of cerveceria, where parties of hungry men and women awaited tables in loud but good-natured fashion. We joined the queue. Once through
         the doors, we were directed to a pair of high stools at the bar. The noise level was staggering as though a grand fiesta were
         under way. Satisfied and expectant diners, families, couples, student groups, gaggles of girls, tables of silver-haired men
         sporting expensive suede shoes, corduroy trousers, casually elegant; black-haired women in leather and fur coats; a convivial
         mix. Our waiter, formal in black waistcoat and crisp white shirt, suggested a couple of beers. Glasses in hand, we pushed
         through the crowds, the length of the bar, inspecting wriggly, tentacly, saucy tapas offerings, a mouthwatering, colourful display. Sizzling in the spacious kitchen, hillocks of small fishes and other spiky,
         unrecognisable marine creatures were being grilled, fried, spatchcocked. Sharp, juicy aromas hit my nostrils. Gambas al ajillo. ‘Yes, I’ll have garlicky prawns swimming in warm olive oil. But raw sea urchins, fresh from the Med? No, thanks, I’ll give
         that black-quilled fellow a miss.’ Tiredness was soon replaced by ravenous hunger.
      

      
      Tapas: little dishes of raciones, rations, traditionally an accompaniment to aperitifs.
      

      
      Where was the tapas born?’ I pondered.
      

      
      The Spaniards eat so late – 10 p.m. is early in the major cities – that after work they congregate in bars where these varied
         nibbles stave off hunger and avoid the consumption of alcohol on empty stomachs.’
      

      
      ‘But what does tapa mean? What is the origin of this style of eating?’
      

      
      ‘In olden times, in order to keep flies from falling into a glass of liquid it was covered with a chunk of plain bread. Tapa means cover.’ Unlike mine, Michel’s Spanish was fluent.
      

      
      ‘So, the original tapa was an edible lid of bread?’
      

      
      ‘Later, the plain slice was dressed with humble tasties such as anchovies or olive oil.’

      
      We were ordering peelings of cured hams, shell and fish dishes, grilled gambas, octopus dressed with lemon and samphire – nothing so modest as a lid of bread! Each plate marinated or drowned in olive oil,
         coated in chunky nuggets of sea salt. On our high stools we guzzled, olive oil running through our fingers.
      

      
      ‘So, Spain has been cultivating olive trees for two thousand years?’

      
      ‘At least!’ I cried, mouth full.

      
      Spanish literature is rich with its symbols and folklore. I had read repeatedly that it was the Romans who brought the silvery
         beauty to the peninsula, but I felt certain this was not so. My guess was that it was the Phoenicians, those biblical Canaanites
         – originally from Israel, the Holy Land and disputed Palestinian territories – who resided along the coastline of Phoenicia
         – today Syria, Lebanon and Israel – who as sailors and merchants par excellence plied and dominated the trade routes of the Mediterranean. They, who gave us the first known written alphabet. They, who
         later created a powerful empire at Carthage in modern-day Tunisia and from its ports ruled the seas until the Romans destroyed
         them.
      

      
      But I was also nursing a personal hunch that the wild olive tree, Olea sylvestris, had been growing pretty much everywhere round the Med basin from prehistoric times, 12,000 years ago, perhaps as part of
         the regrowth of forests after the melting of Europe’s last Ice Age, and that if the Phoenicians did anything to kick-start
         the Iberian oil industry it was to transport their skills, to teach olive husbandry to the Iberians.
      

      
      ‘Can you prove all this?’

      
      ‘It depends what I find,’ I grinned.

      
      ‘But once the Romans conquered here, the oil industry took off at a rate of knots?’

      
      I nodded. ‘To such a degree that, centuries later, it was the Spanish who transported the olive tree to the Americas and by
         so doing changed irrevocably the history and cuisine of South America. In return, aside from boats loaded with gold, they
         returned with coffee, tomatoes, potatoes, chili peppers and tobacco as well as the small crimson cochineal insect used to
         dye the cotton grown in their numerous plantations.’
      

      
      Their twenty-first-century position as world leader in olive oil must be sweet revenge for the Spaniards who, as far as the
         olive goes, have lived for many centuries in the shadow of the Italians. I was fascinated to discover these immense farming
         activities for myself.
      

      
      During our precious weekend together, Michel and I walked for miles, flâneurs arm in arm, as we rarely have time to be in France, pausing for delicious, teeny cups of strong Arabic coffee in pasticerias, investigating wide uptown avenues where the architecture was flamboyant and fairytale-like, and he listened while I talked.
      

      
      ‘Since the Phoenicians founded Cádiz in 1100 BC , the Iberian peninsula has been a vital crossroads for culinary and cultural exchanges.’
      

      
      ‘That’s surprising. I thought it opened up later with the Moors?’

      
      ‘Certainly the Moors, who for more than seven hundred years from AD 711 ruled much of the land …’
      

      
      ‘… particularly in Andalucía.’

      
      ‘Yes, particularly in Andalucía,’ I laughed, enjoying Michel chipping in. ‘The Moors introduced a collection of fruits and
         spices: almonds, citrus, sugar cane, saffron, mint, cumin, cinnamon, and greatly contributed to the language, in particular
         words relating to agriculture, cooking and irrigation, but they did not bring olive oil. The Romans, Greeks and Phoenicians before them sowed the seeds of production and exchange here.’
      

      
      Before Michel left, I passed him the officially stamped letter informing us that the DDAF (Direction Départementale de l’Agriculture
         et de la Fôret) was profoundly concerned about the starlings. An official enquiry was now under way to assess the damage caused
         by winter flocks. The notification had been accompanied by a form. We were obliged to make a declaration stating what percentage
         of our crop had been eaten by birds and what percentage had been designated AOC fruits. He promised to handle it.
      

      
      After an early Monday morning au revoir to my man, I felt little desire to hang around the Mediterranean city we had been rediscovering together so I took a bus.
         I had been toying with the idea of revisiting Sitges – today a major gay resort; homosexuality in Franco’s Catholic Spain
         had been illegal. While searching out olive clues, I discovered that Sitges in the early sixties, around the time I had holidayed
         there with my family, was at the heart of a thriving counterculture, one of the few mainland towns nurturing an artistic resistance
         to the thirty-six-year dictatorship, but I found no pointers to an ancient olive culture. Instead, my first port of call was
         to be Empúries, Ampurias in Spanish.
      

      
      The Greeks, or, more specifically, the Phocaean-Greeks who hailed from Foça on the western seaboard of what is today Turkey,
         were the sailors who, around 600 BC , cruised into the harbour of Marseille, colonised it, christened it Massilia and then sailed on west, wheeling round the
         Gulf of Lions, to found Empúries in 575 BC . It is thought that these Phocaean-Greeks, like the Phoenicians and Etruscans, had already been trading with the indigenous
         people, the Indigetes, before they settled the territory. Where the Indigetes originally hailed from nobody knows, but their
         language was possibly Iberian.
      

      
      Empúries was to become the largest Greek emplacement on the Iberian peninsula, ideally situated as it was for commercial exchanges between Massilia (Marseille) and Tartessus,
         a very wealthy, long since sunk-without-trace city that neighboured Cádiz in the south. The Greeks must always have intended
         Empúries to be a dynamic economic centre because they christened it Emporiai, ‘Trading Posts’, and it served them well, but
         they never mingled. They took no interest in the natives and their presence created enemies. The Phoenicians, who controlled
         Cádiz, judged them a threat, competitors to the commercial and business routes they were founding everywhere. To put a stop
         to these Greeks and to any ambitions they harboured about controlling this coastline or, indeed, the entire trading waters
         of the western Mediterranean, the Carthaginian-Phoenicians combined forces with the Etruscans, a people from ancient Italy
         and Corsica, to beat the Phocaeans back, defeating them in 535 BC in a showdown off the southern coast of Corsica.
      

      
      Sixty-five years earlier, the Carthaginians had failed to shut them out of Marseille, but the wheels of fortune in the Med
         were shifting once more and this vigorous skirmish, an overwhelming defeat for the Phocaeans, terminated all their dreams
         of far-west trading posts. Emporiai proved to be the pinnacle of their incursions as well as their undoing. They had been
         irrevocably scuppered, leaving the scene wide open to the Carthaginians. That was until, first seen bobbing on the horizon,
         thirsty for expansion and wealth, the Romans rowed in.
      

      
      To reach Empúries I was obliged to take an autobus to Girona and then another, climbing the Costa Brava towards its northern extremes. I made my way to the central estación de autobuses, a large and bustling terminus with a striking, if shabby, Art Deco façade. Once through hellish surburban traffic and a gunpowder-blue
         fog that hung like an interminable cloud, the countryside became quite lovely and frequently, around the high coastal bluffs
         of the Costa Brava, the ‘Wild Coast’, dramatic and unconstructed. I had not expected it to be so red-rock rugged and pine-green, with sheer, cragged
         walls plunging to the sea. Beneath, hidden bays, nestling coves. The tail end of January; almonds in blossom. Thoughts on
         ancient Greece, I recalled my arrival into the Peloponnesian city-state of Messini, built into headlands high above the port
         of Kalamata, at the foot of the village of Mauromati. Precisely one year earlier the first of the season’s almond flowers
         had greeted me. Those soft-hued petals, delicate as an oriental watercolour, semaphored spring. Today, the weather was so
         mild it might already have been spring. I had not even a jacket.
      

      
      Two hours after my departure, L’Escala, seaside resort, renowned throughout Spain for its anchovies. I climbed down from the
         bus, and asked directions from a man with bristling wheelbarrow moustache, black hat and wooden cane and began the hike north.
         The early haze had burned off. The light was nacreous, uplifting. Winding through country lanes set back a distance from the
         sea, my approach was flanked on either side by puddles of wild large-headed daisies, white clovers and a trio of wagtails
         feeding at the roadside.
      

      
      Pausing for breath, I sighted the curved sandy bay of Empúries/Emportai behind which lay the ruins of the Greeks’ neapolis, new city. A short walk further north, on what had once been an offshore islet, at the mouth of the River Fluvia, would have
         found me at their palaiopolis, their first settlement here. Five years later – by which time they had perhaps encountered less resistance from the locals?
         – they had crossed the slender strip of water to the mainland and constructed the neapolis. The ruins that remained inland of the bay I was gazing upon were the relics of that second colony and of the Roman holding
         that came after them. Phoenicians, Greeks, Romans, each colonised this coast, but nothing of Phoenicia or its Carthaginian
         empire remains. The position was well situated, secluded yet perfectly accessible from the open sea: ideal. I was surprised to find that the bay lacked construction save for one hotel, a pure white building with clean angular,
         Art Deco lines nestling at the water’s edge.
      

      
      Apart from a woman with unruly black hair in pale blue summer dress accompanied by a younger man, the ruins were deserted.
         The couple were wandering about the neocropolis lower down the sloped land, closer to the beach from which the puzzle of archaeological
         stones had been cordoned off. Beyond the fence, a narrow, wooded pathway intersected ancient metropolis and sand and sea.
         People were jogging there, or walking dogs. I found the location peaceful and felt at ease; a place to retreat to, I thought,
         as I clambered over dry limestone walls where the skilled masonry work was shaded by umbrella pines. It was a typical Mediterranean
         location, well chosen by its colonisers. Occasional Hellenistic statues, bearded but lacking limbs, stood sentry over the
         Greek town, gazing impassively back to their mother country. The remnants of stone houses traced a design built around individual
         central courtyards. A temple constructed during the first century BC stood on the site of an earlier hospital, dedicated to Isis and Serapis, Egyptian deities linked to medicine and health.
         A sign informed that these Greeks of Emporiai were trading with Egypt and that the temple was built by a merchant venturer
         from Alexandria. Terracotta water pipes were stacked here and there, probably Roman, but no olive mills, no pressing stones.
         Had the easterners planted no olive orchards here? From the bus I had spied fields of centennial olive trees, but nothing
         older. I walked the upper city, the Roman remains, where the cardo maximus was indented with chariot tracks. The Romans constructed a fish-salting factory here. This was the first of many I was to
         find dotted round the western basin. Garum, a paste of fish and olive oil, was the main export. And surely the esteemed anchovy
         business in neighbouring L’Escala found its genesis here?
      

      
      The Romans spent almost two centuries in their attempts to gain control of Iberia. Once theirs, they rechristened it Hispania
         and divided it into a trio of provinces: Baetica, Lusitania and Tarraconensis. Hispania Tarraconensis, the largest of the
         three, in which Empúries fell, was designated imperial and controlled by the emperor himself.
      

      
      Leaving the museum, housed in the church of a former Servite monastery, I glanced at my watch; it was lunchtime. The museum
         cafeteria was closed so I strolled towards the beach and the white hotel. Although it was out of season and structural work
         was going full tilt, the establishment was about to serve lunch in an airy, sparsely furnished dining room with wooden tables,
         solid dressers and whacky cane chairs. It boasted a splendid, far-reaching view out to sea and, northwards, along the coast.
         The menu was handwritten in Catalan with translations into Castilian Spanish. Catalan bears similarities to Provençal; both
         are Romance languages. With the help of my French, I found I could grasp certain phrases, reminding me that I was at the rim
         of the Mediterranean where webs, tapestry threads and sources intermingled.
      

      
      I ordered their fish stew with potato, El nostre suquet de gallineta, or, in Spanish, Nuestro suquet de gallineta. Suquet in Provençal is ‘port’. Coastbound from our farm, a district of the old town of Cannes, lies Le Suquet, probably the site
         of the first anchorage. In French a galette is a pancake, originally made of buckwheat. I accompanied my dish with a glass, a copa, of locally produced vino blanco though I might have chosen a glass of Cava, Spain’s answer to champagne, which I learned from my attractive auburn-haired
         waitress was a local Catalan wine. Also on the menu was Catalan chocolate mousse with arbequina olive oil and sea salt.
      

      
      ‘Do Catalans believe that it was the Phocaeans who brought the olive to this coast?’ I asked her.

      
      Dressed in black with a burnt-orange half-pinafore tied at her waist, an earthy colour that lifted the severity of her beautiful features, she replied, ‘The arbequina olive was imported from Palestine in the eighteenth century.’
      

      
      I was intrigued, but she knew no more of ancient trees.

      
      Our conversation was a potpourri of languages, almost oriental-sounding. My waitress’s English was faltering, though less
         so than my rusty Spanish, but we managed. She hailed from a neighbouring pueblo, ‘born and bred’. Slender, dark, striking: high-boned with sunken cheeks and mesmerising, slightly nervous eyes, green as
         a cat’s in the night. Her mother tongue was Catalan, she claimed with pride, though she spoke fluent Spanish.
      

      
      Was she the proprietress? She laughed, shaking her head, softening, and pointed to a distinguished middle-aged gentleman on
         the terrace. Wearing a suit, he was orchestrating the spring-cleaning of garden furniture and seemed unperturbed when a stray
         hosepipe soaked his trousers and polished shoes. He was also Catalan, also born within spitting distance of his hotel.
      

      
      The view beyond the window fanned out across the Golf de Roses. Beneath a luminously silver sun, the pleated sea was empty
         save for a single distant boat. The mighty north wind, la Tramuntana, was known to create havoc on this coast. Similar to our mistral, it could blow forcefully for three, sometimes five, full
         days. Ships, off the coast of Cadaqués, ripped by the reefs, had sunk at its bidding, but today all was calm. On shore the
         languorous flop of waves against the beach vied with yells from a gaggle of arriving school children bending and dipping like
         birds, shell-seeking. Overhead, gulls swooped and glided.
      

      
      Round the headland from the fishing town of Roses lay Cadaqués and then Cap de Creus National Park. I had hoped to find one
         work of Salvador Dalí’s that contained an olive tree, to justify a visit to that stretch of coast, but I had not been successful.
         Federico García Lorca, friend to both Dalí and his sister, Ana Maria, visited them at their house near Cadaqués in 1927, penning ‘Ode to Salvador Dalí’ in which he described the painter as master of ‘an olive-coloured voice’.
      

      
      Brushing at his sodden trousers, the proprietor, now with manicured wife, was seating himself alongside a quartet of diners.
         The room, noisy with clattering cutlery, was animated. Discreetly insinuating itself into the conviviality was the music of
         a stringed instrument: the Sarabande in the fourth of the six Bach cello suites, performed by Catalan cellist Pablo (Pau)
         Casals. A great fan, here I was listening to him, albeit a recording, on his native soil. I put down my pen and tuned in,
         still observing the midday comings and goings of this surprisingly good guesthouse, and I concluded that the choice of record
         was no accident.
      

      
      Casals quit Spain in 1939 after the defeat of the Republicans, vowing never to return until Franco, Nationalist leader and
         future dictator, had been ousted. For a time he settled close to home in the French border village of Prades, but eventually
         moved to Puerto Rico, the birthplace of his cherished mother, where in 1973, at the age of ninety-six, he died, just two years
         before the long-awaited demise of Franco. The year of Casals’ death coincided with that of another Pablo, the marginally younger,
         ninety-three-year-old Picasso, also in self-imposed exile from Spain. Neither artist had returned to native soil for decades.
         Casals endured a thirty-four-year exile, while Picasso’s lasted five years longer. Living in France, the painter had last
         set eyes on his mother country in 1934.
      

      
      In that Catalan dining room I recalled a touching tale about Casals.

      
      One of Casals’ many ambitions had been to found an orchestra, a spearhead for Barcelona, creating music with which the region
         could identify and be proud of. He had achieved this by 1920 and, in spite of growing international recognition and commitments,
         he continued to perform with and conduct the orchestra on a regular basis, until 1936; then, while rehearsing Beethoven’s
         Ninth Symphony, news arrived at the rehearsal rooms that their concert of the following evening, for which they were preparing, had been cancelled. Franco’s
         armies were moving north, taking the country. The fighting would soon be on the streets of their capital. Casals was advised
         to disband immediately, definitively, to send his musicians back to their families. With heavy heart he assented but begged,
         before doing so, one final favour of the orchestra he had fine-tuned over sixteen years. He asked them to complete the work,
         to play through to the last movement before separating. It would be a dignified finale, a more elegant leave-taking, expressed
         through their music. All agreed. And once the final notes of the symphony had sounded, his compatriots packed up their instruments
         and left, each to his own home. They were never to reconvene, never to play together again.
      

      
      The mood in the dining room was subdued now. The establishment had an understated elegance about it, a gentility, but I had
         the sense, and I think not mere fancy, that running deep within these people was a defiance, a spirit of individuality, of
         their hard-won Catalan identity. George Orwell wrote that in Catalonia everyone eventually took sides. Here, the choice seemed
         immutable.
      

      
      I would have liked to linger, spend a night at the hotel blanco, watch the dawn come up in golden streaks across the eastward-greeting bay, tease out conversation about the little-spoken-of
         war years and its effects upon olive farming, but a post-prandial walk before the evening bus to Girona and onwards to Barcelona
         was all that was left to me.
      

      
      The narrow track between beach and ruins, shaded by pines, led to the islet, now attached to the mainland, where the palaiopolis had once existed and where today stands the medieval village of Sant Marti d’Empúries. Along this stretch had once existed
         the ancient Greek harbour, long since silted up. In 1992, when the Olympic Games were held in Barcelona, it was here that
         the torch was brought ashore. The path I was treading at the water’s edge had been laid for the occasion. Seated on a large rock, communing with the waves, was a lone mustachioed figure in a woollen hat. Clad in clingy Spandex cycling
         shorts, he spun his body as I passed, calling, ‘buenos días’. I nodded, continuing. He rose, treading the sand in my direction.
      

      
      Sant Martí, lapped betwixt siesta and the season. End of January, mid-afternoon. The medieval town was boarded up, deserted.
         Even the eleventh-century church had bolted its doors. I was anxious for signs of life; the woollen-hatted fellow was on my
         heels. I argued that this was mere coincidence, but he was tailing me. On this deserted adjunct to the mainland, there was
         no one. I barely registered the walled enclave, hurrying as I was along a path in a direction I had not considered. Retracing
         my steps would have involved meeting him head-on. I cut inland towards fields and agricultural holdings, citrus-scented. He
         gained on me. I grew jittery, rounded a bend where a convergence of trees hid me for the time it took for me to make a decision.
         In among the stand, to the left, was an escape route. I stepped fast into what proved to be an open-air garden centre with
         dozens of potted lemon slips and patchwork plots of recently planted vegetables. I looked for a worker, for anyone, but in
         vain. I slid behind a tree while the stooped, gangly stalker strode on past my shelter. I realised then that, had he clocked
         my escape into this nest of plants and utensils, had he followed me in, I would have been cornered. Heart thumping, I waited
         until he was well out of sight, then slipped from my cover, retracing my original route, skirting Sant Martí, intent on the
         white hotel. I was perspiring, my heart rate was increasing when, like fire in dry grass, ten metres ahead to the right, he
         reappeared. Hovering, watching, arms dangling, then pacing in my direction. I had travelled through so many lands deemed dangerous
         for a lone woman and now, in northern Spain, pootling about a picturesque coastline where fear and physical threat had been
         far from my thoughts, suddenly I was alarmed.
      

      
      I skipped from the path, thudded on to the beach where the sand slowed me; then, heartened, I sighted the hotel, two, three
         hundred yards ahead. I felt safer in the open. Thick-trunked pines obscured the path. The cries of voices. A quartet, adults
         and children, had joined the track; must have arrived by the shortcut the stalker had taken. He was loitering among the trees,
         eyes glued on me. They overtook him. I ran, heaving feet in the sand, and leapt back on to the way directly behind them. They
         were striding fast, power walking. I picked up pace to tag along, trying not to draw attention to myself. I glanced behind
         me. The stranger was still coming after me, like a surly bull. In no time our unlikely caravan had reached the hotel. The
         family continued on, hugging the curve of the bay. I fled inside and buried myself in the loos until I had regained composure.
         In the dining room, I gulped coffee while the oddball paced the bay, waiting for me to resurface. What could he possibly want?
         Surely not to attack or rob me in broad daylight? I asked my waitress if she had seen him before. She frowned, shook her head.
         One of the construction team, she offered, was finishing work. A handsome young man in overalls covered in plaster and sweat.
         He gave me a lift to the bus station in L’Escala.
      

      
      It was close to 10 p.m. when the hotel, ours until yesterday, slid open its doors. I was exhausted, missing Michel. Worn out,
         unexpectedly insecure, I judged myself ill-equipped for the several months’ journey that lay ahead. The knowledge that I had
         so recently completed the eastern circuit did little to alleviate doubts.
      

      
      A late rise due to procrastination was followed by a postponement of my departure. Instead, I walked. To the waterfront, to
         the Olympic port, hunting the headless fish. Frank Gehry’s. Fashioned out of latticed steel, I came upon it within a crowded
         complex of shops and blocks, plonked there as though no one at the municipality had known what to do with it. Its immense
         fishing-net frame shone coppery in the sunlight. I was saddened by it, not elated, this tailed torso trapped in space, nailed to its spot, unable to fly or swim.
         An accurate description of my own state that day. And then to Antonio Gaudí’s unfinished masterpiece, his vast and exquisitely
         detailed basilica, the Expiatori de la Sagrada Familia, where he worked exclusively, obsessively, between 1909 until his death
         in 1926, and is buried within it. Gaudí, I read, spoke Catalan, refusing all his life to communicate in Spanish. I sat at
         a stall across the street from his temple at twilight, sipping beer, watching the rising towers light up, reminding me of
         organ pipes; poetic madness looming skywards.
      

      
      Late that night, strolling nowhere in particular, lost within a barrio, the neighbourhood known in Catalan as L’Eixample, I pushed open a door to what I had thought was a restaurant and found myself
         staring into a bar. I asked if they served food and the bartender, a man in a suit rather than a uniform who had hurried to
         greet me – that, or block my entrance – shook his head. The few guests, half a dozen, bemused expressions, looked my way,
         as though my arrival had disrupted intimate exchanges. It was curious. The gathering, such as it was, seemed well heeled but
         of another era. A forties’ film noir, an Edward Hopper painting. A woman, long-haired, blonde, swept up to the left, hanging
         heavily on the right, smoking, leaning low over the table. Her cropped-haired companion sat with his back to me. Three striped
         suits on stools at the bar, late thirties. The space was compact, low-ceilinged. I had the idea I had walked into a private
         club. I was intrigued.
      

      
      ‘May I have a glass of wine?’ I was disinclined to leave until I had discovered more. Again the bartender shook his head.
         ‘Apologies, disculpeme, only whisky.’ With that he closed the door, shutting me out. I lingered a moment in the darkened street looking for a sign,
         some clue, but nothing was posted. I returned after dinner but I was unable to relocate the door. I felt as though I had glimpsed
         Camino Real.
      

      
      I ate my last meal in Barcelona at a modest family restaurant close to where I was staying. The menu was in Catalan. The furniture
         was carved hardwood, heavy. Two gently spinning fans hung from a white-painted, ribbed ceiling. Square tables, white linen
         cloths, two or three rock-hard hams dangling from the rafters, close by the espresso machine. The waiters and waitresses wore
         white jackets. Frilled caps perched on the women’s heads, and always aprons. It was sombre, old-fashioned, yet inviting.
      

      
      My simple meal consisted of potato and onion tortilla served with an undressed salad, ensalada, with chunks of tuna, sausage and onion. When I requested garlic, my waiter smiled, shaking his head. ‘You have onion, that’s
         sufficient.’
      

      
      ‘Olive oil then, please, and a glass of Rioja.’

      
      Two bottles were delivered. The oil was Catalan from arbequina fruits, green, peppery, good.
      

      
      Here, the waiter was more accommodating, informative.

      
      ‘The arbequina oil business in the north is in crisis.’ Vast acreages, he claimed, were being abandoned. Irrigation was the problem.
      

      
      The wine label read Cune Rioja 2003 Crianza. I wondered about crianza.

      
      ‘It’s the ageing. Crianza is “upbringing”, “breeding”.’
      

      
      The wine-governing body, Denominación de Origen, operated a standards watchdog in the way the French olive and wine institutions oversee the AOC we have been honoured with
         for our oil.
      

      
      ‘A crianza must have aged for minimum two years. In the provinces where the rules are stricter, it is essential that at least one of
         those years is in oak cask. Beyond crianza comes reserva and then the highest accolade, gran reserva.’

      
      Still suffering ‘stage-fright’, but it was time to hit the road. My tree was calling. At the estación de autobuses nord the following morning I bought a one-way ticket to the city of Santander, a popular tourist resort on the Atlantic coast in the northeastern provincia of Cantabria. From there, a local bus to connect me to the medieval town of Santillana del Mar. I expected to arrive in time
         for dinner. Including one brief stop in Bilbao, the journey to Santander was a little over nine hours. I grabbed a creamy
         6 a.m. café con leche and a croissant at the bus station cafeteria where, stamped on the paper napkins, I found an advertisement for Rentokil.
         I could not remember when I had last consumed such quantities of milk (with my daily shots of café con leche), bread, eggs and potatoes in the tortillas. Hoisting my bag into the hold, I felt a stab of regret at leaving Barcelona, at
         saying adiós to Catalonia. Where I was heading was a far cry from Spain’s olive regions. It was a long shot. I was hoping to unearth some
         ancient plant history.
      

      
      A handful of us boarding. A shrivelled old man, crutches, a Basque beret tilted sideways on his head, big as an umbrella.
         Allocated to me was an aisle seat, two rows from the front. The fifty-seater was almost empty. I shuffled down through the
         bus and chose a position halfway. After I had installed myself, arranging reading, writing material on the free place at my
         side, I settled by the window and began to relax. Moments later, a robust fellow with a tattoo snaking from beneath his white
         T-shirt and winding round his neck as though strangling him, stopped alongside my assumed position.
      

      
      ‘You are in my spot,’ he announced.

      
      ‘The coach is empty’, I replied. ‘Does it matter?’

      
      ‘That asiento is mine.’ He rattled a flimsy docket at me, evidence of his claim. I looked up at the overhead rack and the adjoining seat,
         gently insinuating the inconveniences of shifting. Unmoved, he waited, glassy-eyed beneath big, bushy eyebrows and a wild
         head of hair so plastered with gel it shone like coal. Eventually, I gathered up my materials and proceeded to the rear. The
         last of the passengers hurried aboard studying his ticket gravely, spotted his designated pew alongside the tattooed traveller and plonked himself there,
         leaving entire rows empty. I had not expected it of the Spanish. I had imagined a more carefree attitude.
      

      
      Once through the hellish traffic circulating the outer suburbs, travelling south towards Tarragona before turning westwards
         in the direction of Lleida (Lérida), there unfolded a countryside carved up by jumbles of roads, concrete bridges and railway
         lines held high on ugly, concrete-piered viaducts traversing gullies and yet more roads.
      

      
      Afterwards, pleasing images beyond the windows. South of Barcelona, first sightings of olive trees, juniors, and vines and
         almonds, typically Mediterranean. Pale pink almonds, one or two in each vineyard, powder puffs of colour in the wintery fields.
         Many Catalan farmers planted one or two in the groves, said the waitress at Empúries; it contributed a hint of almond flavour,
         a uniqueness to the oil. I had never heard that before.
      

      
      The first days of February: gentle weather; a T-shirt, no cardigan. It was nineteen months since I had begun this trek, searching
         for the ancient roots of the olive, its impact on Mediterranean peoples. A tapestry of cultures, living together, interwoven.
         I dreamed unlikely dreams: a western tree as old as the Bechealehs, an organic way of life, clues from the past to enlighten
         us…
      

      
      Inland now through startling landscape; mauve-rust mountains, dramatic backdrops. Along the Costa Brava, the lovely fincas were sandstone. Here, white haciendas, ensconced within vineyards, and silhouettes of lone olives. This was not one of Spain’s most renowned olive-producing regions.
         Quaint iron wells, built on stone, rusted wellheads; farmsteads veiled by stands of pencil-thin cypresses, a hint of Italy,
         of Tuscany. Alternatively, the haciendas stood alone, imposing, within fields of stubby wooded vine stock, soil the tones of baked biscuits, nothing to conceal them.
         The streams, rivulets, wadis, were dry, surprising in this winter season. Terracotta-tiled slanting roofs; backgrounds of mountains; wineries,
         haciendas. The Catalan wine industry made its mark on the international map in the late nineteenth century when France’s highly lucrative
         business was wiped out by the Phylloxera, a grape pest that feeds off the roots of vines. Native to North America, the insect had inadvertently been carried over on
         cargo ships transporting New World grape stock. Within a decade, the plague had spread across the European continent. France
         alone lost three-quarters of its wine production. Some French viticulturists grew so desperate they buried a toad at the foot
         of every plant in the hope that they would eat the sap-sucking aphids. Few areas were spared except those whose stock grew
         on sandy soils. These the bug did not infest. Catalan winegrowers, I do not know why, fared better than most though the northern
         areas of the Costa Brava around Cap de Creus suffered. Barcelona and its surrounding territories were already enjoying a renewed
         boom period and this foreign agricultural crisis gave an added kick to their economy when Catalan merchants and vintners found
         they were able to double the prices of their wines and ship them far afield.
      

      
      Occasionally, the earth was a sharply metallic orange-red, iron-rich, sloped with olive trees, ancient terraces and oval or
         igloo-like stone huts that reminded me of the drystone walled bories in Provence, dated close to 600 BC . They are thought to have been built by the Ligurians. The coach flew by too quickly. Difficult to say whether these were
         the remnants of Iron Age oppida, settlements. Also a throwback to the Ligurians? Crossing from Italy by land, their route
         traversed southern France, ascending the Pyrenees to reach this northern section of the peninsula. The history of their presence
         here is obscure.
      

      
      Sleeping passengers, with the Basque-bereted pensioner snoring loudly at the rear. Beyond, deserted fields and hillsides,
         not a soul labouring. A quiet earth, its activities taking place beneath the soil. Here, too, the narrow riverbeds lacked
         water, dribbles working through loose, dry pebbles. In this first week of February. Was Spain facing severe water shortages?
         A lack of waterways? The Guadalquivir in Andalucía and the Ebro in Cantabria, the latter Spain’s longest river, flowing not
         far from this autostrada, remained the only two sufficiently waterbearing to be useful in navigation and irrigation.
      

      
      Ebro: a derivative of Iberia?

      
      Many of the passing farms were named Mas something or other. Mas – ‘country house’ or ‘farm’ in Provençal. Vau au mas: ‘I am going to the farm’. The fruit trees beyond the walled enclosures were pruned as in southern France, Provençal fashion:
         central branches lopped, leaving a ring of exterior boughs reaching upwards, curving at ten to two.
      

      
      The scent of pressed olives. Like a truffle dog, I was alerted to the aroma I knew so intimately. I leaned close to the window,
         scanning the countryside, but I saw no mills, nor drupes remaining on the passing trees. The sky was clear, watery blue. Yet
         threatening purple clouds hung low over the groves, rising like smoke whorls. Was it a result of spraying, of an insecticide?
      

      
      The landscape grew inhospitable, uninhabitable; a desert denuded of vegetation or homesteads, only blunt-headed rocks, beige
         bunions rising out of stony ground. To the right, a sign: Lleida. Somewhere here, the pueblo of Arbeca, population less than 2500, the village that gave its name to the arbequina olive. The capital of arbequina olive farming in northern Spain, the first to receive a DO for its oil. Here was where the arbequina oil business was facing crisis; where the arable lands were being abandoned. The return of fruits on trees irregularly irrigated
         was not a viable harvesting proposition. To install irrigation was expensive, logistically challenging. Gazing out, I saw
         a scrubby arid steppeland with barely a weed.
      

      
      From Catalonia into Aragon. Zaragoza (Saragossa), the capital, was founded as Caesaraugusta by the Romans in 25 BC. Later, it was a Moorish stronghold attacked by El Cid. Later still, El Cid fought as a mercenary for its Moorish king. The
         painter Goya, born in Aragon, spent his school years and apprenticeship in this capital. So, too, the filmmaker Luis Buñuel.
      

      
      The air had grown perfumed and sweet. The scents of Spain: I was alive to them. Olive groves flanked us before we became engulfed
         in clouds. Aragon claims the highest peaks in the Pyrenees, some reaching over 3000 metres. Fighting with the militia, George
         Orwell was entrenched within these ranges for months, Zaragoza and its city lights within his sight. His ‘ice-cold trench’
         had been dug out of razor-sharp, limestone rock ‘like sand-martins’ nests’. He bemoaned the lack of action in ‘this cock-eyed
         war’. It was 1937, early days of the civil war. Water was delivered to the soldiers on the backs of donkeys who, when they
         refused to do as bidden, were kicked by the local Aragonese in the cojones, the testicles.
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