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A Note From the Author 







Catalan and Spanish 


Many geographical names in Catalonia are different in Catalan and Spanish; for example, Girona (Catalan) and Gerona (Spanish) or Ebre (Catalan) and Ebro (Spanish). Throughout this book I use the Catalan versions, unless there's a different English equivalent, for example Aragon rather than Aragó. 




  As for other local vocabulary, some is in Catalan and some Spanish, depending on the context – that's just the way it is in Catalonia. I don't indicate systematically which is which. 




  Some basics: 




  The Catalan for Catalonia is Catalunya. 




  The Catalan for Catalan is català/catalana. 




  The Catalan for Spain is Espanya. 




  The Catalan for Spanish (= of Spain) is espanyol/espanyola. 




  The Catalan for Spanish (the language) is castellà. 




  The Spanish for Catalonia is Cataluña. 




  The Spanish for Catalan is catalá/catalana. 




  The Spanish for Spain is España. 




  The Spanish for Spanish (= of Spain) is español/española. 




  The Spanish for Spanish (the language) is castellano or español. 








Personal Names and Accommodation Names 


Some of the personal names used in this book are not their real ones. Any names mentioned for accommodation and eateries, however, are the real ones. 
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Day 1 











Like That? 


Portbou to Llançà 











It was a calm, misty-blue morning. Eerily calm for a spring that followed the most violent of winters. 




  Two sheets of identical blue were divided by a distant grey line. Since the lower sheet ended abruptly 200 metres beneath my feet, it must have been the Mediterranean Sea and the grey line the horizon. 




  Standing alone at the dead end of a dusty track, I strained to hear any sound but the call of a gently wheeling gull, eventually picking out some thin voices, too far away for me to detect their language. After a minute or two the limp, white sail of a small yacht, perhaps a kilometre out to sea, drifted from behind the sharp, black rocks of Punta del Falcó to my right, the south. The voices must have been carried from there on the gentlest of breezes, across the marble-still water. 




  The track had been unsignposted but might have pointed to 'End of Pyrenees', 'End of France', 'End of Spain' or 'End of Catalonia'. For this was why I was here. And why Benny the bike was here, too, leaning against one of the two green water tanks that evidently justified the track's existence. The ridge of short, spiky bushes running parallel to the track carried along its crest the frontier between France and Spain before this invisible boundary plunged down the vertical cliff face into the sea, and so this weedy spot, just in France, was the nearest I could get to the top-right corner of Catalonia, Spain's north-easternmost region. 




  Catalonia is a right-angled triangle, its right angle at the north-west, high up in the Pyrenees, and its 300kilometre hypotenuse forming the region's coastline. Three hundred kilometres if it were a straight line, that is. My objective was to cycle this coast before turning inland to sample the Catalan interior. 




  Raising a hand to shade my eyes, I squinted along the visible coast to the south and could just make out the light-grey curve that ended in Cap de Creus, a target for lunchtime the next day. In the morning haze, it seemed half a world away. 
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As if to distract me from any second thoughts that might have crept in, the sound of a vehicle rattling along the dirt track behind suddenly broke the spell. As a small, white van came into view, I prepared my excuses in French for standing on what might well have been the property of Cerbère Council. As the van approached, though, I was surprised to see a logo on the side proclaiming it as the property of Portbou, Cerbère's Spanish twin just south of the border. The driver's window was already down and a chubby face, unshaven and boasting at least a few teeth, smiled at me. 




  'Bon dia,' he said in Catalan. 




  'Bon dia,' I responded, but continued in Spanish – though far from fluent, I was at least confident in that. 'I was just taking some photos. I hope this isn't private land?' 




  Chubby shrugged. 'Cycling far?' 




  Having heard my plan, he couldn't prevent a hint of doubt creeping into his eyes. 




  'You're going all the way to the Delta de l'Ebre?' 




  'Sí sí,' I nodded enthusiastically. 




  Chubby looked me up and down before inclining his head to take in Benny. 




  'Like that?' 




  His eyes had focused on the basket hooked over Benny's handlebars and on my lightly sandalled feet. Of course, according to Continental cycling convention I should have been sealed from head to foot in bright Lycra, but had no intention of charging around the countryside like an elongated bubblegum wrapper. Instead it would be T-shirt, padded shorts and sandals, with boots for the rough stuff and waterproof coat for the wet. My only concession to speed was a rather battered blue helmet – in case my head speed was suddenly reduced to zero. 




  'Ah no,' I half lied. 'I've got my luggage waiting down the coast. This is just a short Day One.' 




  Still evidently unconvinced, he changed the subject again. 




  'I take the photo!' 




  Which indeed he did, taking my camera and positioning the scenic waterfront of Cerbère's little bay carefully to the side of Benny and myself, a vision of naive confidence. Basket, sandals and all. Wishing me a cheery 'Bon viatge', Chubby banged back into his van and, shaking his head rather ostentatiously, bounced back up the track. He must have been dispatched simply to take my photo, by Spokey the Cycling God. 
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The track emerged on the coast road halfway between two large blue EU signs declaring 'France' to be to the right and 'España' to the left. I was surprised no Catalan nationalist had replaced the Castilian 'ñ' with the Catalan 'ny', or even the whole word with 'Catalunya', but perhaps any would-be graffiti vandal had been assuaged by the new sign on the French side that announced in Catalan: 'Benvinguts a Catalunya Nord' (Welcome to North Catalonia). This reminded me that Catalonia is not only an administrative region of Spain but also a cultural nation that extends some way beyond Spain's boundaries. This double meaning of 'Catalonia' has been – and still is – the source of much angst and would doubtless form an edgy background to this trip. 




  The Pyrenees are often quoted as forming a natural frontier between France and Spain, one of the most obvious national borders in Europe. Not quite so obvious through all the pages of history, though. At one time the powerful state of Aragon and Catalonia extended as far north as Narbonne, while at another the Frankishcontrolled 'Marca' territories reached as far south as Barcelona. 




  After passing the abandoned frontier post, rarely manned since 1995 when the Schengen Agreement, eliminating border controls, came into effect, I was soon swooping down the curves into Portbou. The population of this atmospheric border town had shrunk dramatically since its geographical and political significance waned, so that fewer people lived here in 2000 than a hundred years before. Apart from Schengen, the two big events that had transformed Portbou in those hundred years were the construction in 1929 of its monumentally scaled railway station and the destruction of parts of the town, along with, tragically, some of its citizens, in the Spanish Civil War of 1936–9. You can still see what look like bullet holes on the upper parts of some buildings. When Spaniards, including Catalans, refer simply to 'the war', this is the one they mean. 




  Happily, despite Schengen, significant differences still remain either side of the border, not least economically. The rash of clothes shops and liquor stores among Portbou's shady, narrow streets bear witness to tasty price disparities between France and Spain. My café con leche on the promenade was literally half the price I'd just paid for a café au lait in Cerbère. This cafe was simpler, the service friendlier, the banter sharper. Definitely Spain. 




  Before moving on, I checked out the town's plethora of information boards. Many revealed items of genuine interest to the traveller: one explained the causes of catastrophic local forest fires (planning neither to cook or smoke en route, I felt confident of my innocence), another traced the up-and-down history of Portbou's population, while a third focused on the good/bad old days of the frontier up on the hill. It included a postcard in 1960s colour showing the harsh Mediterranean sun blazing on a long line of now-classic small cars queueing at the border checkpoint that I'd just passed. 
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Portbou's narrow bay ends abruptly and I was soon pushing uphill rather than pedalling. After just a few bends, all other traffic headed through a short road tunnel, opened only two or three years before, which shaved about 3 kilometres – and the wiggliest bends – off the route south. It was especially welcome to the residents of both Portbou and Colera, the next village, which would explain their frustration when, despite its evident physical completion, some administrative obstacle delayed its opening. The story goes that one of the local mayors simply led a determined band of his constituents to one entrance, dismantled the barriers, walked through to the other end and there did the same, declaring the tunnel open – whatever the local road authority might have said. 




  Benny and I, however, pulled out onto the old, wiggly route to take in its spectacular views. Having muscled their mountainous way eastward across more than 400 kilometres from the Bay of Biscay, the Pyrenees suddenly go indecisive when faced with the Mediterranean, making a late lurch to the south and stretching their bony fingers to form not one but a whole series of sierras and headlands. After a year-long drought, the destructive winter storms had at least brought some rain and the almost treeless landscape was finally blessed with some early colour. In the distance, the patchy green mountainsides were peppered with bright yellow broom, while beside the road and the dirt tracks that joined it, swathes of white alyssum, smaller patches of blue rosemary and even isolated, hesitant, pink rock roses were bringing life back to the land. 




  Behind me, squashed in a valley between two of the headlands, lay Portbou, its white and terracotta buildings huddled at the seaward end, its vast railway sidings stretching deep into the landward end and there, between the 




two, the dramatic iron arch of the station itself. 




  Though I was standing above the southbound railway tunnel, it was in the northbound tunnel between Portbou and Cerbère that lurked a clue to the reason for these out-of-scale installations. In there something magic happens. The Catalan Talgo train from Barcelona enters with its wheels 1,668 millimetres apart and yet emerges in France with the same wheels only 1,435 millimetres apart. While the majority of Continental Europe adopted the standard gauge, most of the Iberian peninsula chose a broader one. Hence the traditional need to change most trains at Portbou. Hence the remarkable size of its station. Hence the extent of its freight sidings. Hence – by the time you read this, but not yet at the time I write it – the demise of the Talgo. 




  This low-slung rake of elegant, silver and red carriages has been gliding from Barcelona to Montpellier (and formerly onward to Grenoble and Geneva) since 1969, its variable gauge axles noisily nudging to the new gauge down there in the darkness beneath the frontier. But at last the Talgo's time is up. The extensions from French and Spanish high-speed lines, both standard gauge, have already met in another Pyrenean tunnel a few kilometres inland and soon their much faster, but strangely anonymous services will cut out Portbou and Cerbère altogether. The Catalan Talgo will have nudged its last axle. 




  The various routes across this mountainous frontier between France and Spain seem nowadays to be getting bigger and bolder. Some 25 kilometres inland, the Coll del Pertús, through which Hannibal's elephants rumbled north to challenge Rome and then Roman armies marched south to conquer the whole of Iberia, is now pierced by the dramatic viaducts of a twentieth-century motorway above and the arrow-like tunnel of the twenty-firstcentury railway below. 




  Times were when such ostentation would be unwelcome, for these hills were once criss-crossed by smugglers' routes. In Richard Ford's classic 1845 A Handbook for Travellers in Spain, he declared that 'many Catalans are not much more than agents for the smuggling [of] French goods', and went on to recommend to travellers crossing the Pyrenees that they take not only a local guide, but also 'a contrabandista if possible'. 




  During and after the civil war it was people who were secretly moving across the border. The English author Laurie Lee, for example, recounts how in 1937 he crossed the mountains alone in a snowstorm to try to join the Republican cause. After the Republican defeat it is estimated that about half a million refugees streamed in the opposite direction, many over the difficult Coll de Banyuls, just a few kilometres from the coast road on which I was cycling. Now even this old track, between Espolla in Spain and Banyuls in France, is surfaced throughout, although the fact that it's not signposted as a route to the other country still gives it an illicit air. 
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After a few hairpins, a new view opened up ahead, now clearer as the day burned away the mist: the vast southward sweep of the easternmost ranges of the Pyrenees as they skirted another steep-sided bay, formed the sprawling hillsides of Llançà, sheltered the thin white strip of El Port de la Selva and finally reached out into the long, thin grey line of Cap de Creus. Guidebooks will tell you that these settlements form the northern end of the Costa Brava. Don't believe them. This is the southern end of the Costa Vermella, more usually seen written in the language of its northern half as Côte Vermeille, the Vermilion Coast. 











The little insect Kermes vermilio hasn't had a great impact on the world, but the person who first extracted a red dye from it, calling it vermiculum, led to the French using the word vermeil for any red dye, the English using 'vermilion' for a brilliant shade of scarlet and the straightforward Catalans using vermell to mean simply 'red'. (Not the band. They call them 'Els Simply Red'.) It's the rising sun slanting its dawn caress across these eastfacing slopes that gives the Vermilion Coast its name. 











The maps produced by the Institut Cartogràfic de Catalunya, which appear in every size, scale and format you could imagine, are invariably excellent. They clearly show that the Costa Vermella doesn't hand the baton to the Costa Brava until Cap de Creus. The Departament de Turisme, however, must occupy a different building, since they pretend (no doubt for tidy administrative purposes) that the Costa Brava extends north to the very border. 




  Reminding myself that, like the birds and the beasts, geographical features don't know they have names anyway, I remounted, cruised past the unfortunately named village of Colera and into the bay of Garbet, where I hoped to get a coffee at the isolated restaurant on its beachfront. It was closed and wrapped up for the season – literally, with its veranda neatly encased in bubble wrap and parcel tape. And so I sat on the pebble beach, remembering why Garbet was once the funniest place in all of Spain. 




  Take any language. Some people can speak it fluently, some less fluently, some not at all. When cafe owners get their menus translated into a language other than their own, they usually get someone from the first two categories to do the job. However, to the eternal gratitude and giggle levels of native speakers, they occasionally resort to the 'not at all' category and, among all the resplendent examples of the would-be English form of this art, the most gigglesome I've ever seen used to be on display right here at Garbet's campsite cafe: 











INCOMING 


Salad of the time 


Selection of Catalan Sausages – 


quarter note and white 


Soup of having cooked 


Rape – the fisherman style 


Greenness (according to the season) 












MEATS 


You throw veal to the coal 


Chicken to the ember 


Catalan sausage with Jewish (Dry) 












PROSTRATE 


Ice creams 'he/she requests letter' 


Honey and I kill 


Tart of the house 












COVERS AND APPETIZERS 


Veal balls 


Small bombs 












TOASTED BREAD 


'All I smelled' 


To the pleasure or half and half 












You could probably base an entire term's Spanish class on how this menu came to be but, alas, this classic of the genre disappeared from public view a few years ago. My favourite individual dish to appear on such a menu, at a restaurant in Llançà, is 'Hopeful Duck' ('Don't choose me!'). 




  The reason I'm able to share Garbet's linguistic delights with you here is that exactly the same translations appeared at a restaurant in Barcelona, were noted by my friend David O' Donoghue, lent by him to our mutual friend Jim Faulkner and appeared in the latter's A Piper in Brazil, from which I quote above. 




  Anyway, back to the pleasure (or half and half)… 




  While I'd been in Garbet, a dark cloud had lumbered over the hill behind, blotting out the afternoon sun and now threatening rain. Hastily pushing Benny off the beach, I scooted sharply over the next hill, past bathers retreating up Grifeu Beach, along Llançà's curving promenade, in and out of a garage to drop off the bike and up a short flight of steps to let my partner Julie know that I'd managed Day 1's twenty-odd kilometres without falling either over a cliff, under a bus or in love with a French woman. 
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Though I'd called Llançà either home or 'a home' for sixteen years, I'm ashamed to admit that I'd never done that day's little bike ride, until it formed a prelude to the longer one I was about to undertake. While the train journey north to Cerbère had taken less than a quarter of an hour, following virtually a straight line through several tunnels, the return had taken me a gentle four hours and left me feeling fit and confident about what would surely be a jolly jaunt along the coast. 




  A challenge to such optimism came from our Catalan neighbour Rosa, who, seeing me dismount from the bike, came over for a word. 




  'Where have you been, Ri-chard?' she asked in Spanish, pushing the stress to the second syllable, as Catalans often do. 




  'Up to Portbou. And tomorrow I cross Cap de Creus to Cadaqués.' 


  'Like that?' 


  What was this preoccupation with my kit? 


  'Well, I may put my boots on.' 


  'Ri-chard', warned Rosa, 'that route is muy duro. You will be very tired.' 


  'I hope not. After that there will be at least two more weeks on the bike. I'm going to the Delta de l'Ebre and then inland.' 




  Immediately regretting this bout of honesty, I knew what was coming. 




  'Hombre! You are not young. You will be practically dead. But why are you going, Ri-chard?' 




  'Well, I've been here for sixteen years now...' 




  'I know.' 




  '... and for three years of that I travelled for work less in Catalonia than in California or Singapore or Hong Kong...' 




  The shape of Rosa's mouth suggested that she failed to see anything duro in this. 




  '... and in the years that I've come here from England, I've stayed in this little corner of Catalonia relaxing, looking at the sea, drinking a little beer...' 




  'Getting a little fat.' 




  'D'acord. And there's all the rest of this country to see. I tell people in England that I spend a lot of time in Catalonia, but the truth is I don't really know it. I know Llançà and I know Barcelona, but Catalonia? Not really.' 




  'But why now? Why all in one go?' asked Rosa, not happy with a justification that would have satisfied less dogged interrogators. 




  'Well, actually, I'm leaving. We're leaving.' She'd drawn it out of me earlier than I'd planned to tell the neighbours. 




  'Oh!' 




  'Not immediately. But next year.' 




  'Oh.' 




  I don't know whether I was pleased or sorry to see Rosa's shoulders droop. 




  'We will put the house on the market next year.' 




  Suddenly she brightened up. 




  'Ah, Ri-chard. You will tell me the price before the sign it goes up.' 




  'You want to move house on the same street, Rosa?' 




  'No, no. But my family, you know, it is big.' 




  'Ah, message received. Yes, I'll tell you the price first.' 




  'Now, be careful on those tracks, Ri-chard. There are wild boars, you know. Did I tell you about my unfortunate grandson? Well, another time. Wear some better shoes. Take a waterproof. Duro, muy duro.' 




  And with that she was gone. All right, I already knew some sections would be harder than others, but the repeated implication that I wasn't up to the challenge was, well, interesting. Anyway, there's one thing I did manage to keep from Rosa: I'd have a support team. 
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Before I moved to Spain in 1992, I'd never heard of Llançà. As with many Brits, the only places between France and Barcelona that had wandered into my consciousness had done so courtesy of glossy brochures or holiday programmes on TV. I could have named Lloret, Tossa and possibly Blanes before drying up and wondering if Benidorm might be up here too. Not a very positive image then. 




  However, after my first week at work in the suburbs of Barcelona, my American boss and her husband offered to take me on a day trip to their favourite part of this coast, which turned out to be the southern end of the Gulf of Roses – and my old image of an overdeveloped Costa Brava of crowded beaches and ugly high-rises was instantly swept away, to be replaced by one of lazy coves, whispering pines and windy headlands. 




  When, after a year, I'd decided to settle in for the long term and finally sold my little bungalow in the English Midlands, I had money in the bank and the Catalan property market at my mercy. The low end of the Catalan property market, that is: churning out user manuals for a computer company was never going to make anyone rich. (What would have done, at the time, was buying up Internet domain names of course, but I'm not that bright.) 




  Anywhere within commuting distance of Barcelona was out of my price range; Barcelona itself was way out, especially since the 1992 Olympics had launched the Catalan capital onto the world stage. A weekend retreat it would have to be then. (Ho hum.) At this point, the map hit the floor and the brain creaked into gear. It didn't need to get out of first. What I wanted was somewhere on the coast and with a railway station. The line that snaked north out of Barcelona finally hit the Mediterranean again at Llançà before shooting up to Portbou, where most of the services from Barcelona terminated (and still do). A 'no-brainer', as my American boss would have said: it was Llançà or Portbou. A weekend's recce ruled out Portbou as being too darkly enclosed by mountains but, with the help of a well-made pizza and carafe of red wine at a seafront cafe, gave an enthusiastic thumbs-up to Llançà. I'm easily bought. 




  Like many settlements along the Catalan coast, Llançà's a two-centre affair, with the original town sitting snugly a kilometre inland, safe from the pirates that plagued these seas in the Middle Ages, whether Franks from the north or Moors from the south; while the newer port brazens it out down by the shore. I settled on a small flat on a hilltop halfway between the town and port, where room size was sacrificed for the sake of a breathtaking view from the balcony. Dawn was always my favourite time of day there, as for many of the friends that came to stay, with the sun floating silently up over a headland to the south before turning the sea to a ripply red – to vermilion, in fact – and warming the hands that cupped their breakfast coffee. Once or twice in your life you know you've actually done something right for a change and buying the flat in Llançà was one of mine. 




  You may have noticed an unexpected past tense in that paragraph, for after twelve years even a spectacular dawn didn't justify the previous evening's long trek up from the bars and restaurants; and so I (or rather we, for Julie had joined me by then) sold the flat to buy a house down in the port. Two purchases and one sale have now given me enough experience of Spain's bizarre house-buying process to make it worth sharing. 




  Right from the start you notice something odd. Look at those photos in the window of the immobiliaria (estate agent: literally, the seller of things that don't move). Tempting? Well, if you're a lavatory fetishist perhaps, or an aficionado of the Spanish skirting board. The agent's photos of one of the homes I bought included a close-up of a rather grubby Mickey Mouse shower curtain, while completely failing to feature the garden, with its pine trees and spectacular bougainvillea. 




  Even when you persuade them to show you some properties, don't expect any enthusiasm. 




  'Oh, Señor Guise, that is a very narrow and damp house, you won't like it at all.' 




  'This room is too dark, señor, no? Who could possibly live here?' 




  '!Ostras! [Blimey!] How this door sticks – nobody's been here for ages.' (I bought that one.) 




  If, against all advice, you eventually make an offer that is accepted, however, the agent suddenly bursts into life to reveal himself – or, more usually, herself – as a veritable financial wizard. The Catalans, at least, are very precise when it comes to money. Whether you're buying or selling, she will take a blank sheet of A4 and proceed to write a list of exactly what you will pay/receive at each stage and in what format: bank transfer, cheque or cash. Yes, cash. What I'd heard about the black money circulating in the Spanish economy turned out to be all too true. 




  You see, each property in Spain has two values: the price agreed between buyer and seller and the catastral (officially registered) value. The latter is lower than the former, before the recession at least, and both parties tend to prefer that the various taxes be calculated with respect to the lower figure. For 'tend to prefer', read 'insist'. Add to this the desire of sellers to receive part of the price in cash and you begin to see why the estate agent writes all this by hand – and why her company's name appears nowhere on this particular sheet of paper so vital to the customer. 




  'Actually,' I said the first time this happened, 'I'd rather do it all legally, with no cash payments involved.' 




  'Ah,' replied the agent, looking at this innocent foreigner over the top of her glasses. 'Of course we admire the honesty and fair play of the English, but if you do not pay some cash in Spain, you do not buy a house in Spain.' 




  She was right. Everyone's at it. Even the notarios (official solicitors) know about it. In fact, they facilitate it. The official handover ceremony for the flat I sold took place at a notario's office in downtown Barcelona. After the verification of identities, the handshakes and the smiles, the notario stood up. 




  'Bueno,' he announced. 'That is the end of the official business. You have the use of this room for ten minutes in case you have any unofficial business.' 




  And with that he stepped silently out of his own wood-panelled office. With sweat on my brow, I suddenly noticed the ticking of the clock on the wall. Having got the nod from the agent, the stone-faced buyer pulled a briefcase onto the shiny table. My heart missed a beat. Thankfully, instead of a machine gun he produced a plain brown envelope, from which he extracted a thick wad of notes, passing it carefully across the table to me. 




  Although I was expecting this, and although hundreds of Spaniards must be doing the very same thing every 




day, I still felt uncomfortable. After wiping the sweat from my hands, I removed the rubber band and, with the agent's assistance, counted out the notes. Some I had never seen before. Hundred-euro notes are green and fivehundreds purple, by the way. My cool-headed agent confirmed that there was indeed 25,000 euros on the table. With hands that I noticed were now shaking, I stuffed the notes back into the envelope and the envelope into my own briefcase. 




  Five minutes later, I was pulling a stool up to the bar of a nearby cafe that I'd checked out beforehand. Having ordered my café con leche, I stepped down again to walk as unostentatiously as I could with a firmly gripped briefcase to the toilets, where, in the privacy of a cubicle, I proceeded to remove half my clothing in order to transfer the readies to a body belt. Emerging just a little fatter than before, I resumed my seat, took one sip of the coffee and then realised I needed to return to the toilet for its more usual purpose. 




  After several pairs of suspicious eyes had followed me all the way out and all the way back again, I quickly paid up and left. There followed a frantic ten minutes during which I walked briskly in and out of several inappropriate shops, down and up several unnecessary subways and finally onto the platform of Passeig de Gràcia station just in time to catch the train up to Llançà, all the while glancing around me like a first-time thief. 




  You may think my precautions, though clumsy, to be excessive, but in addition to the fact that I'd previously been the victim of a pickpocket at that very station, just a few months before a couple in exactly the same circumstances, leaving a notario's office in Llançà itself, had been relieved of their cash by a gang waiting in a car park. 




  What a ridiculous system this black-money business is. 




  For my own part, the 25,000 euros successfully made it not only to Llançà but all the way to a Leicestershire branch of the HSBC bank, where they were paid in, accompanied by all the required details of their provenance. I'm told by Spanish friends that not only was I supposed to have stuffed the spondulicks in a mattress until required to pay for yet another black-money deal, but had broken some unwritten law in revealing the name of the payer. Well, maybe one day Spain will be dragged into the twenty-first century and its citizens forced to be honest with the taxman; until which time, I feel I've done my bit to bring this day a little closer. 




  In the meantime, you'd be well advised to think twice before buying a house off Honest Dickie. 
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Coming back to the matter in hand, it was at the house in Llançà port that I'd popped Benny the bike into the garage at the end of Day 1 and here, that very same evening, that we marked the start of the trip by a meal with our friends Tom and Jan, who have the honour of being, I believe, the town's only American residents. 




  With the prospect of the inland Pyrenees cropping up later in the schedule, I'd wondered if they'd be interested in joining me, as I knew they had some walking experience up there. Once a beer or two had been sunk, I broached the subject. 




  'After about two weeks' cycling I should be hitting territory you're both familiar with. Fancy a day's walk to give me a break from the bike?' 




  'Sure,' Tom immediately offered, his eyes lighting up at the reminder of the great outdoors. 'I could do the whole tour!' 




  'Well…' I started, but was interrupted by Jan. 




  'He's talking four hundred miles, Tom…' 




  'Yeah, no big problem.' 




  '… and you haven't cycled more than a hundred yards since way back…' 




  'Oh, a little more 'n that, I'd say.' 




  '… and we're flying to the States next weekend, honey.' 




  'Oh, right. Maybe later in the year, Richard.' 




  The terrace where we were sitting is a great place for discussing travel plans, whether imminent ones or just fantasies. We looked out on busy martins and sparrows competing for nests in the eaves of the buildings down the hill; up to silhouetted swallows circling over the shore; and further up still to seagulls lazily coasting on the evening thermals. At eye level we're sometimes lucky to catch the quick black blur of a bat on its evening business or even the rare sight of a starling on a rooftop, lost and looking for friends. 




  That evening everyone and everything seemed to be on the move. After some time planning this ride, I was relieved that at last I was on my way as well. 
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Day 2 










At the Edge of the World: 




Llançà to Cadaqués 









The rain promised by the heavy skies had fallen overnight, giving a small boost to Llançà's drought-grizzled – and then storm-beaten – plants. Having packed the car the previous night with luggage for two weeks' cycling, including a second bike, I double-checked that I'd left the car keys with Julie – my support team, who was still sleeping – and walked Benny quietly down to the marina before getting on. His brakes can echo like a screeching hyena between the tightly packed buildings of Llançà's backstreets. 




  Doing without lights to save weight, I'd waited till daylight's tardy arrival before setting off. The main coast road to El Port de la Selva is my favourite ride around here, twisting and turning between steep slopes to the right and countless rocky coves to the left – a classic corniche route which, because of its views and easy access to the sea, has witnessed literally incessant development for the last two or three decades. As I passed by that early spring morning, most of the properties would have been empty, save perhaps for a few feral cats in the gardens. 




  Llançà is a permanent home to some five thousand residents, largely Catalan: some fishermen, some commuters to nearby Figueres, but most relying nowadays on the tourist trade. In the peak months of July and August, this number can increase many times over, as the creeping suburbs of second homes and rented property fill with well-dressed escapees from Barcelona, a two-hour drive down the coast, with French holidaymakers seeking a frisson of foreignness and with a fair smattering of be-sandalled, sun-seeking Germans, Belgians and Dutch. There've been occasional rumours of other British residents, but we haven't met any for years and our little terraced house a few streets back from the sea is, thankfully, surrounded by locals – mostly Catalan like Rosa, some Spaniards from elsewhere. 




  Rosa had recently called me over as I came back with the shopping, beckoning me with her finger to come close. 




  'Ri-chard!' she hissed. 'You must be careful to close and lock your doors.' 




  'Why?' 




  'Some foreigners have moved into the street.' 




  'But Julie and I are foreign, Rosa.' 




  'No, I mean really foreign. They have a car with a Madrid registration.' 




  '¡Madre mía!' 




  'I think they're Russian.' 




  The only other British resident I knew mixed two characteristics that rarely go together: he was both English and exotic. With a beautiful Czech wife, a pet python and a sparkling, all-in-one stage suit hanging from the washing line, he was Llançà's only – perhaps Catalonia's only – Elvis Presley impersonator. Unfortunately, his swivel-hipped renditions of 'Blue Suede Shoes', intoxicating though they were, didn't really fit into the genteel Llançà scene as easily as elsewhere in Europe and so Elvis, Mrs Elvis and Python Elvis soon moved on to the loucher nightspots of Berkshire. 




  Not only 'genteel' but gentle too, Llançà is really a family resort, which is perhaps why it seems to have missed out (thankfully) on the recent upsurge of the Spanish costas as a destination for hen and stag weekends from northern Europe, especially Britain. Meeting friends at Girona-Costa Brava Airport, we've had to pick them out at Arrivals among swarms of pink fairies, flocks of Batmen and bands of gorillas. Funny old world. Fortunately, among these crowds, most of our friends stick out pretty well. 




  If a single scene were to sum up what Llançà is about, then it would be a summer evening on Passeig Marítim, with a group of close-harmony singers entertaining a small crowd sitting on the promenade or in the nearby bars with Catalan sea shanties, while children play on the beach and lovers walk barefoot in the surf. 











Although there are plenty of things to do and see in both town and port, some may not be particularly obvious to the visitor. So let me suggest four short walks which will take you to odd corners of this Catalan seaside resort. 




  First, at the eastern end of Llançà's Passeig Marítim, simply carry on walking, keeping the boats on your left, and you'll come to the fishing harbour, home both to Llançà's fleet of eleven trawlers and to a handful of smaller vessels, which look as though they're made out of old, square caravans, and which practise palangre. This involves dropping a connected series of hooked lines, anchored to the seabed by lead weights, and returning to collect the tackle and its catch some hours later. 




  Between the decline in piracy and the rise in tourism, fishing was the dominant commercial activity along this coast and multilingual information boards up and down Llançà's shoreline explain many of the other methods used over the years – lantern fishing and the use of 'gill nets, trammels, nanses, sepieres' – obscure names to laymen like me. The black and white photo displays give an idea of how physically demanding pre-motorised fishing must have been, with muscular men, young and old, hauling boats out of the water. A stark contrast to the somewhat less lean bodies hauled into their swimsuits on today's beaches. 




  Certain areas of Llançà's harbour have restricted access, but shortly after the trawlers start returning, usually around five in the afternoon, you can wander right beside them, trying to put names to the contents of the pre-sorted trays being manually lifted onto the wharf: tuna, hake, squid, turbot, sardine, swordfish, conger eel – plus many more we've been unable to identify. Until the great storm of 26 December 2008, the public could also observe the computerised – and extremely efficient – wholesale fish auction, but, as I write this, the building where it took place still stands half ruined by a violent assault from beyond the seawall and the auction has been transferred to a temporary building with no room for public access. 




  Second, from the other end of Passeig Marítim, walk up towards the bridge but then straight across the road onto a dirt track, until a gateway into a private garden forces you to turn left and onto a very narrow footpath. This leads you into another secret world: the maze of paths and plots clustered around a number of usually dry stream beds that form Llançà's allotments. Bigger than most British allotments, much more in need of efficient watering systems and yet strangely productive, these fields boast tomatoes the size of cannonballs; wavy rows of healthy carrots, potatoes, courgettes and cauliflowers; bushes and trees heavy with apples, oranges, lemons and walnuts; and well-stocked corners of dark-green beans, light-green marrows and shiny black aubergines. At the height of the season, the gardeners can be seen pedalling all over Llançà with trays full of produce strapped to bike racks, supplying temporary outlets squeezed in everywhere the customers may pass: a front porch, the doorway of an ironmonger's or the corner of Plaça Major. Out of season, they're just as busy, securing their boundaries with ready-to-hand bamboo or with an inexplicably large number of abandoned bedsteads. 




  A wander through the allotments should bring you out somewhere near the old town, where a third recommended call would be the 'pot shop'. A surprising number of Spanish shops and bars bear no actual name at all, but this example, just down Carrer Major from Plaça Major and with its pots bursting onto the pavement, is unmissable. Though some of its ceramics may be unusual, though its collection of wines and sherries from the barrel is impressive (and cheap) and though the sudden descent through the ceiling by a muscular assistant on an unprotected platform can be startling, what makes the Pot Shop an unforgettable experience is the sheer chaotic density of its displays. Its columns of flowerpots teeter on the permanent brink of collapse and its severely bent shelves of spirits will surely one day plummet expensively to the floor. Whatever you do, don't even think of entering this Aladdin's cave carrying an umbrella, a basket or – heaven forbid – a child. That one tiny plate which you knock from its display will surely bring the entire shop crashing around your feet. 




  And finally, remembering that the sea is what Llançà is all about, head back to the port and there, just before El Racó, a tapas bar right at the seaward end, turn right along Carrer de Miranda and follow the red and white footpath markers up the steps at the end. This gives you access to a splendid section of clifftop path that weaves around for a kilometre or so as far as Platja de les Tonyines ('Tuna Beach'), where the paved, multimillion-euro seaside track to the south takes over. The Llançà end of this route seems untamable and, as several parts of the rough path take you within centimetres of certain death at the bottom of a crumbling cliff, your mother would insist on you wearing sensible shoes. No warning tape or 'At your own risk' notices here. Unlike other mollycoddled nationalities, Catalans are trusted to know that somewhere below a clifftop lies a cliff bottom. 











That damp April morning the corniche road was considerably safer than the coastal path beneath it, with barely a vehicle passing me. Now cycling south-east, I could see the reason for the late dawn: a heavy bank of cloud over the hills ahead, from which the sun was only now emerging, to spread its gold on yesterday's headlands stretched out behind me. The unusual sight of silver roadside puddles, the new steel grey of the sea and the sharp, dark line of its horizon all gave the morning a fresh character and told a waking Catalonia that the drought really was over. As I splashed along the corniche I could smell the rich scent of Mediterranean pine, while each little inlet brought a whiff of seaweed and a rush of surf that seemed to have been missing for weeks. After yesterday's little jaunt – which, after all, had ended at home – I felt that I too was emerging from a long drought and starting out on another adventure. 


  Signs to two more villages hidden from the pirates – La Vall de Santa Creu and La Selva de Mar – passed, before I pedalled into El Port de la Selva, a picture-postcard cluster of white and terracotta buildings gathered tightly around a bay as extravagantly curved as Captain Hook's left hand. 




  It's easy to see why property prices in El Port de la Selva are a notch or two higher than in Llançà. The old church, the town hall, the shops, the restaurants... all gather closely around the seafront like a classic town on the French or Italian riviera. Though most of the fishing boats now use a newer harbour half a kilometre further out, a few still dock at the old quayside, where nets of blue, green and red are often photogenically spread across the big open space in front of the old fish exchange. 




  It's perhaps surprising, then, that this quaint old place was at the centre of a political storm in 2010 when the council declared the town independent from Spain – or at least 'morally excluded from the ambit of the Spanish Constitution' (the words of a declaration by the mayor, as quoted at www.elmundo.es on 28 June 2010). The catalyst for this unlikely scenario was the latest episode in the long-running saga of Catalan autonomy. As I understand it, a new definition of Catalonia's self-government within Spain had been thrashed out over several years of toing and froing between Madrid, Barcelona and the Catalan people. The Catalans had made many compromises but finally the new law had been approved, passed and signed by the king. Then up popped the right-wing People's Party to claim the whole thing was unconstitutional, the supreme court agreed with them and, for good (or bad) measure, deleted a few of the clauses that had already been agreed. Cue uproar, a million and a half demonstrators on the streets of Barcelona – and an independent El Port de la Selva. You can't help but think that they might have had a point. It certainly underlines the depth of feeling among many Catalans about their often strained relationship with the Spanish state. 
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The official route from El Port de la Selva up to the Parc Natural del Cap de Creus follows the coast for a kilometre before doubling back on itself, but I knew a shortcut from behind the Hotel Porto Cristo and dismounted to push Benny past the 'No Entry' sign and up through the winding streets. Soon overtaking me were three noisy four-by-fours, each with a local registration. Road traffic laws evidently don't apply to residents. 




  At the top, the view back along the Vermilion Coast all the way to Cap Cerbère (just beyond the point where my ride had started the day before) was remarkably crisp, still only half sunlit and, in this damp atmosphere, now less vermilion than grey. Well camouflaged near the peaks of the rocky range opposite sat the substantial remains of Sant Pere de Rodes, a Benedictine monastery built way out of piratical reach about a millennium ago and now deconsecrated. In many of the intervening centuries, this monastery dominated local administration, land management and especially agriculture, its most visible legacy being the incredible network of old terraces, created with drystone walls, that covers almost every hillside for miles around, once supporting vines and olive trees. One of our Llançà neighbours claims that some individual walls were placed in such inaccessible places that they took over a century to construct. The pest phylloxera hit the vineyards in 1879, destroying most of them and affecting the local economy so badly that widespread emigration followed. Some terraces were later replanted, but many vines were killed off again by the cold winter of 1956. Nowadays most local vineyards are in the lowlands, but in these mountain areas every wild fire reveals miles and miles of old terraces, like the bones of a vast graveyard. 




  After checking on the flurry of information boards not only the many ways in which I should not start a fire, but also the areas of the park in which I may not trawl, drift or indulge in any other manner of 'commercial or recreational fishing', I set off along the rough, stony track, for which Benny's mountain-bike tyres were ideal. (Incidentally, Benny is so named as he was purchased from the French supermarket, Carrefour, whose name means 'crossroads'. For those who watched British television in the 1960s, no further explanation is needed; for those who didn't, you're probably better off not knowing.) 




  At once I was deep in the Wild West. Injun lookouts could easily be crouching behind those boulders to the right, their dark-brown eyes following my every move, while, to my left, prickly pears and bristly bushes tumbled down into Deadman's Gulch, where any number of wild critters waited to tear into the flesh of a careless, lonesome cyclist. I could hear the howls of a pack of hungry coyote echoing from rock to rock. Yes, wait a minute – I could! As the beasts got ever closer behind me, their wails were accompanied by the rattle and rumble of another four-by-four. Pulling over to let it pass, I found myself staring at the teeth of four restless, barking hounds caged in the low trailer of a French Land Rover, on whose side was a white line drawing of two dogs chasing a frantic wild boar. 




  How the park's declared aim of protecting the local wildlife squares with carloads of armed hunters intent on slaughter needs an explanation. 











The wild boar is not a lucky beast. This relative of the domestic pig will eat almost anything, including a farmer's crops, is as ugly as hell, cannot fly away from guns and falls into that category of official conservation status called 'least concern'. Weighing in at upwards of 50 kilograms, they are found all over central and southern Europe and can be killed in autumn and winter, with a permit. Here in the Pyrenees thousands are killed every year. Much of the weekend gunfire you hear in the hills is from boar hunters and in many a bar you'll see photos from successful hunts. The word 'coto' painted on roadside walls or scrawled on wooden signs is short for 'coto de caza/caça' (hunting reserve). 











Quite what the menagerie in the Land Rover was up to in April I couldn't say. Maybe the hunters were just taking the hounds out for a drive. 
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From the air, Cap de Creus ('Cape of Crosses') looks like a single piece protruding from the jigsaw of Catalonia as though expecting to slot into a matching piece somewhere out to sea. Its three 'knobs' point north, east and south and I'd entered near the northern one, aiming to cross to the eastern, the cape itself, and then across to the southern by the next morning, via an overnight stay at Cadaqués. However, at the first significant junction of tracks, the fact that the trailer-load of French snarlers – just about under the control of their masters – was heading along my chosen route persuaded me to turn south instead, along a track that my map showed taking a wide curve before eventually rejoining the original route after a couple of kilometres. As you will gather, I am not a member of the Canine Appreciation Society. 
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