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 PRAISE FOR SLOW TRAINS AROUND SPAIN


 



"If you ever need convincing that it's better to take the train than to fly, this is the book that makes a persuasive case. Follow Tom Chesshyre as he meanders through rural Spain on local and regional train services, stopping off here and there in small communities that are normally by-passed by tourists. A fine read, and a book that will be valued as much by armchair travellers as by those actually planning on visiting Spain."




Nicky Gardner, hidden europe magazine


 



"In the spirit of Laurie Lee in As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning, and in the manner of Philip Larkin chronicling his slow southward journey in The Whitsun Weddings, Chesshyre takes us on a wondrously hypnotic meander across Spain. His attention to detail and unwillingness to be rushed, either as passenger or author, make this a highly relaxing and subtly addictive read. What's more, if train travel is to play a bigger part in our travelling future, as many feel it might, Slow Trains Around Spain makes it feel like a future well worth embracing."




Glen Mutel, National Geographic Traveller



 



"A dawning new golden age of rail rightly extols 'flying by train': zipping city to city in a high-speed flash. Yet there will always be joy – for those of us who adore life on steel rails – in trundling by train. Shoogling, pausing, alighting, often. Chesshyre's book will show you the way, and it is a delight." 




Tim Dunn, railway historian


 



"A book for our time… as the renaissance of rail surges ahead throughout Europe, there can be few better places to see this in action than in Spain. But don't expect a book about timetables and connections and station neighbourhoods, this highly readable, well-researched travelogue is about how train travel opens up the world, allowing you to be spontaneous, taking you to unexpected places and situations, and – as Chesshyre discovered in Alcázar de San Juan – it inevitably means you'll end up having a siesta then going to a bar, drinking a cerveza, and watching the world go by. It's a lovely read, take it with you on a long slow train journey; you'll be entertained and inspired." 


Richard Hammond, Green Traveller


 



"Tom Chesshyre's new book trundles gently through Spain much like the trains he so loves. By turns humorous and sharply insightful, he affectionately paints a vivid portrait of a deeply divided and contrasting country, bringing to life its characters and landscapes like few other travel writers can. Always curious, witty and intelligent, his writing style and subject matter are deeply rewarding – even cathartic. This is armchair travel at its satisfying best."




Francisca Kellett, travel writer









PRAISE FOR SLOW TRAINS TO VENICE


 


"He casually, and beautifully, bats away the earnestness of travel literature."


Caroline Eden, The Times Literary Supplement




 


"There is something nostalgic about the clatter of wheels and sleeper trains… by the end, the reader will struggle to resist the urge to follow his lead."



The Economist




 



"Bristling with vitality, Chesshyre's new tome is a joyfully rudderless romp through Europe's railway system… It's a work of brilliant geekery, but for the most part it's a love letter to the continent, a Eurocentric work for our Brexit-beleaguered times."





National Geographic, Top Ten Travel Books for Summer 2019


 



"Like the trains he travels on, Tom Chesshyre meanders through Europe and the result is entertaining and enjoyable."




Christian Wolmar, author of Blood, Iron and Gold: How the Railways Transformed the World



 



"At a time when European unity is fraying at an alarming rate, here comes Tom Chesshyre's travelogue to remind us of the virtues of connectedness. Better still, his explorations are made by train, and use the Continent's historic, unpredictable routes from the era before high-speed rail. A diverting and thought-provoking read."




Simon Bradley, author of The Railways: Nation, Network and People



 



"An engaging picaresque series of encounters and reflections on Europe as many of its countries struggle to find common ground amid the populist reaction to its dilemmas."




Anthony Lambert, author of Lost Railway Journeys from Around the World




 



"Beethoven with attitude, masochism in Lviv, the smell of cigarettes in the corridor, adventurous great-aunts who travelled on the roofs of crowded trains, Carniolan pork-garlic sausage, Jimi Hendrix in the Slovene Ethnographic Museum and, of course, the 13:49 from Wrocław. Tom Chesshyre pays homage to a Europe that we are leaving behind and perhaps never understood. Che bella corsa! He is the master of slow locomotion."




Roger Boyes, The Times



 



"Meander through Europe in the excellent company of Tom Chesshyre, who relishes the joys of slow travel and seizes every opportunity that a journey presents: drifting as a flâneur in Lille, following in the tracks of James Joyce in a literary exploration of Ljubljana, cosseted in luxury on a trans-Ukrainian express, all decorated with a wealth of detail and intrigue. As Tom discovers, it's not just Brexit Britain – the whole Continent is in disarray. But at least Europe's railways still bind us together."




Simon Calder, The Independent



 



"One of the most engaging and enterprising of today's travel writers, Chesshyre has an eye ever-alert for telling detail and balances the romance of train travel with its sometimes-challenging realities… but for all its good humour, the book impresses as a poignant elegy for the Europe which Britain once embraced."




Stephen McClarence, travel writer


 



"We love reading about train travel… Pick up Slow Trains to Venice by Tom Chesshyre."




The Sunday Times Travel Magazine









PRAISE FOR FROM SOURCE TO SEA


 



"Chesshyre's book stands out from other accounts of walking the Thames Path in its contemporary (post-Brexit, pre-Trump) immediacy. A portrait of England and the English in our time, it is peppered with fascinating historical and literary markers. It's also a usefully opinionated guide to watering-holes and B & Bs from the sleepy Cotswold villages to the dystopian edgelands of the estuary."




Christina Hardyment, author of Writing the Thames



 



"Chesshyre cuts an engaging figure… He has a true journalist's instinct for conversational encounters – Kurdistani picnickers in the river meadows upstream of London, pub thugs in the badlands of the lower Thames, other Thames Path pilgrims he rubs up against along the way. He also demonstrates a nose for a juicy tale, from a Pre-Raphaelite ménage à trois at Kelmscott Manor to the discreet nookie column in the Marlow Free Press. Chesshyre's journey is rich in history and thick with characters, fables and happenstance – a highly readable and entertaining saunter along England's iconic river."




Christopher Somerville, author of Britain's Best Walks



 



"An enjoyable refuge from everyday life."




Clive Aslet, The Times



 



"I found myself quickly falling into step beside Tom Chesshyre, charmed by his amiable meanderings, pointed observations and meetings with strangers along the way… but most of all Chesshyre champions the joys of a good walk through fascinating surroundings – with beer and blisters at the end of the day."




Fergus Collins, BBC Countryfile Magazine



 


"Readers should perhaps prepare themselves for a whole new wave of Whither England? type books in the months and years ahead, and Chesshyre's is a not unwelcome early attempt to answer that seemingly urgent question."


Ian Sansom, The Times Literary Supplement












PRAISE FOR TICKET TO RIDE




 



"Trains, dry wit, evocative descriptions, fascinating people and more trains – what's not to like?"




Christian Wolmar, author of Blood, Iron and Gold: How the Railways Transformed the World



 



"This is an engaging, enjoyable and warm-hearted book that will appeal as much to general readers as to lovers of trains."




Simon Bradley, author of The Railways: Nation, Network and People



 



"Like mini-odysseys, Chesshyre's railway journeys are by turns gentle and awesome, and full of surprises."




John Gimlette, author of Elephant Complex: Travels in Sri Lanka



 



"Funny and illuminating from Crewe to Korea, Ticket to Ride is a hugely entertaining account of the author's travels on the rails the world over – chance encounters fly like sparks."




Sara Wheeler, author of The Magnetic North: Travels in the Arctic










PRAISE FOR TALES FROM THE FAST TRAINS


 



"Compulsory reading." 




Mark Smith, The Man in Seat 61



 



"Transforms seemingly unsurprising familiar territory – whether the Eurostar terminal at St Pancras or the cities of Frankfurt and Antwerp – into the stage for insights and adventures."




Dea Birkett, author of Serpent in Paradise



 



"If you've 'done' Paris and Bruges and are wondering, 'Where next?', then this may be a quiet revolution."




Andrew Marr


 


"Splendid 21st-century railway adventure. At last this IS the age of the train."


Simon Calder, The Independent




 



PRAISE FOR TO HULL AND BACK




 



"Tom Chesshyre celebrates the UK… discovering pleasure in the unregarded wonders of the 'unfashionable underbelly' of Britain. The moral, of course, is that heaven is where you find it."




Frank Barrett, The Mail on Sunday



 



"You warm to Chesshyre, whose cultural references intelligently inform his postcards from locations less travelled."




Iain Finlayson, The Times










PRAISE FOR HOW LOW CAN YOU GO?


 



"Highly readable Bill Bryson-esque travel writing."




Clover Stroud, The Sunday Telegraph



 



"A hilarious record of a low-cost odyssey around the least salubrious corners of Europe."




Celia Brayfield, The Times










PRAISE FOR A TOURIST IN THE ARAB SPRING


 



"This witty, perceptive book provides a fascinating read for lovers of thoughtful, imaginative and well-written travel literature."




Frank Barrett, The Mail on Sunday



 



"A charming travel companion, entertaining and engaging."




The Times Literary Supplement









PRAISE FOR GATECRASHING PARADISE


 



"Chesshyre, one of the most dependably interesting modern travel writers, explores the offbeat atolls of this sinking archipelago."




Wanderlust


 


"It should be mandatory reading for all visitors [to the Maldives]."


Francisca Kellett, Tatler




 



"Tom Chesshyre gives a behind the scenes look at the islands [which] are among the most sought-after holiday destinations."




The Mail on Sunday
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PREFACE


 



George Orwell did not much like Spanish trains. Travelling between Barcelona and the front during the Spanish Civil War, he commented drily: "In theory I rather admire the Spaniards for not sharing our Northern time-neurosis; but unfortunately I share it myself." The spirit of mañana – putting off business until tomorrow – got up the nose of the author of Nineteen Eighty-Four, Animal Farm and, in this quotation, Homage to Catalonia.




  Spain and trains have not always gone together – far from it. Hard times in the nineteenth century, too many mountains and fear of the French (Napoleon still fresh in minds) meant slow early progress. In 1837, the first "Spanish" line was in Cuba, then part of the empire. It was only in 1848 that a home track, of about 20 miles, was laid along Barcelona's coast. 




  This was way behind much of Europe. Britain (the pioneer), Belgium, Germany and France were well advanced by the late 1830s.




  Then Spain's trains faced another problem. Not only was the country a late starter, but a choice from the beginning was made to go for a wide gauge of five feet and six inches (wider than the "standard" of most of Europe). This was for national security reasons, although the result was loss of trade via France.




  Stagnation set in. By the time of Franco's death in 1975, the country's railways were second-rate. Some steam trains still chugged, quite prettily admittedly, across the plains.




  Skip forward to 1992, however, when a Madrid–Seville highspeed line opened (in time for Expo '92), and onward to the bright, shiny stations of today, and the country has one of Europe's very best railways. Spain now has excellent trains. Some fast,  some slow and all usually on time (of which Orwell would surely  have approved).




  With a few weeks free, I decided to hit the tracks. Spain is Britain's number one holiday destination, almost twice as popular as France. Yet beyond beach breaks to the costas, weekends in Barcelona and Madrid, and sunny trips to the Balearic Islands or the Canaries, what do we know of the country?




  The answer for me was: muy poco (very little).




  A journey along the slow lines – the way I prefer to go – seemed  in order.




  ¡Viva España!




  ¡Trenes todo el camino! (Trains all the way!)







NOTE: This journey took place in the summer before the COVID-19 pandemic and was written before then, too.












CHAPTER ONE 





MORTLAKE IN LONDON TO FIGUERES IN SPAIN, VIA PARIS AND TOULOUSE IN FRANCE




 


EIGHT HUNDRED MILES SOUTH
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It is pouring down at the 209 bus stop in Mortlake. Murky grey water runs in a stream along the gutter. Thuds and clanks emanate from a building site across the busy road. A procession of white vans and SUVs growls past, windscreen wipers flapping manically. This feels a long way from sunny Spain.




  After some time, a grimy red bus arrives to take us to Hammersmith Bridge. We roll along in a crawling traffic jam to the bridge, whereupon the driver announces matter-of-factly that the back door is "broken". So we, the passengers, shuffle out of the front door and across the Thames on a narrow pedestrian path in a slow-moving line. The bridge is closed to traffic for repairs. It has been so for a while. Men in fluorescent jackets handling mobile devices rule the roost, doing something.




  At Hammersmith, a curly-haired woman wearing headphones pushes by at the Tube station's ticket barrier, before doing precisely the same as the Piccadilly Line train arrives. Just bad luck, I suppose. I find a corner away from the woman with headphones and begin to read a front-page newspaper article headlined: SHAMED OXFAM GIVEN THREE WEEKS TO REFORM, about sex scandals at the charity.




  Shortly after I do so, an arm shoots across the page blocking the words. This arm belongs to a dandyish yet dead-eyed man clutching a lime-green bag. I regard him for a moment; there are plenty of other places to cling on in the carriage. The man returns my gaze as though monitoring whether I am about to "take issue".




  I am not. What's the point? What does the dandyish yet dead-eyed man clutching a lime-green bag want? To avoid confrontation on the first day on the way to Spain, I stare at a greasy section of Piccadilly Line Tube window, holding the paper by my side before closing my eyes.




  The train rattles onward beneath London, humming and rumbling – heavy with passengers squashed close together, counting down stations and listening to the squeal of the tracks.




  In this manner, we arrive at King's Cross St Pancras, where many of us disembark.




  After the barriers above the platforms, I step forward, unsure of which exit to take. At precisely this moment, a tall bald man in a hurry crosses my path so closely my foot nips his heel. He spins round  and snarls.




  "Look what you ****ing just did," he says, examining his shoe.




  I do as he says. I appear to have done nothing whatsoever. 




  "You cut across me," I reply. "I'm sorry, it was an accident. What was I supposed to do?"




  "Move out of my ****ing way," he says.




  With that, he departs.




  In this manner, somewhat nonplussed, (and, to be frank, not a little bit annoyed) I arrive at the Eurostar terminal at St Pancras International.




  Trains, I do love them, but not always office-day trains in London. They do tend to chew you up and spit you out.




  Before passing through immigration, to get my bearings and calm down, I look about the famous old station. It has been a while since I was last here and things are even more upmarket – or just plain posher – than I recall. Fancy clothes shops lead to expensive chocolatiers, French perfumeries, sushi bars, delis selling elaborate food hampers favoured by royals including many an old king and queen (and Prince Harry and Meghan Markle), underwear boutiques and booths offering cucumber, mint and cayenne "pick-me-up" sodas.




  A suited man strides by speaking loudly into a phone. "Are any big changes or hot fixes required?" he asks, his voice trailing off in the direction of a champagne bar and a hotel with a cocktail lounge.




  It is busy in the concourse and around the scented-candle and caviar shops in the heart of the station. To escape the crowds, I retreat to the top of an escalator by the statue of the poet and broadcaster John Betjeman, who famously campaigned to prevent the elegant Victorian buildings at St Pancras being pulled down in the 1960s… and who so loved trains himself.




  This statue feels like an old friend. On each trip I took during a series of pleasurable high-speed train adventures across Europe for a  train book entitled Tales from the Fast Trains I would make a pilgrimage here before setting off. Gazing upward from this spot, the arched roof of the station is revealed in its full glorious bloom of sky-blue beams. Sleek Eurostar trains purr gently at platforms behind glass panels. The air is still. Engines rumble. A faint smell of oil wafts across the tranquil, wide-open space. If you are a train lover, "enthusiast", "trainspotter" – or call it what you will – this is an almost heavenly spot.




  What a peaceful place to consider a journey ahead and purge thoughts of broken buses and bridges, sardine-can carriages and irrationally irate commuters. This time tomorrow I will be in the birthplace of Salvador Dalí in a little town in Catalonia in northern Spain, about 800 miles due south, without having left the ground.




  There is something marvellous about the prospect of travelling a long distance without taking to the sky; something to do with a feeling of connection, an attachment to the landscape as you move onward. To arrive in Spain by train to explore its vast, mysterious (to me) interior from its tracks just seems somehow right.




  To have flown into Barcelona or Madrid and headed for the station would have been a false start, a kind of magician's trick of arrival. Suddenly, hey presto, Spain's trains would have been at my disposal. But I want to enter via the railway line. To roll in by train is the way to go, and St Pancras is the place to start. After Paris, an overnight connection on a sleeper service to Toulouse awaits, followed by another train, in the morning, across the Pyrenees into the wilds of the Iberian Peninsula.




  With these thoughts percolating, I pass security – no queues, pleasingly – and enter the busy Eurostar lounge.




  At the Station Pantry, I buy an Estrella Damm lager, appropriately brewed in Barcelona, and raise a glass to the journey ahead: why not? Others with backpacks like me seem to be doing the same. It is easy – a glance is all that's required – to single out the travellers from the weekend breakers with their roll-along Samsonites and business folk, eyes glued to smartphones (as ever).




Now that I can, I peruse the day's paper.


  The Oxfam story makes grim reading. An inquiry has uncovered "a culture of poor behaviour" in which donations matter more than what staff get up to in the Third World. Another article reveals that one in five children in the UK lives in poverty. Yet another reports on a "vicious cycle" of extreme weather patterns in Britain that is "only likely to worsen" due to global warming.




  This is aside from all the usual bitter wranglings over Brexit, of course: the accusations and "facts" tossed this way and that.




  Elsewhere in Europe, neo-Nazis have been charged over a terror plot in France. Seven migrants have died after a boat sank near Lesbos in Greece. A man has been beaten at a rally held by an anti-migrant party in Italy after yelling "love thy neighbour". And the German government is considering banning electric shock treatments recently developed at private clinics to "cure" homosexuality.




  Spain has made headlines too. A far-right party, Vox, has formed a coalition to govern Madrid. This is the first time the far right has held power in Spain since Franco's death. So: quite big news. Meanwhile, a middle-aged man from Colombia has been arrested at Barcelona Airport after 500 grams of cocaine were found beneath his toupee. A picture is shown of this "disproportionately large hairpiece", which looks like a small furry animal clinging to his head. So: not such big news (but quite amusing).




  I mention all of this here, putting aside turbulent times beyond European shores in the Middle East, Asia and elsewhere, simply to point out that things are not exactly great in the world right now. All of this has happened in the course of a single day in mid June. Multiply goings-on by 365 and the sheer scale of the general mayhem of the average year of the early twenty-first century becomes apparent.




  What better moment to take to the tracks on a long train journey in a hot country to get away from it all for a while?




  "Let the train take the strain," as the wise old British Rail adverts used to say. 












"Première classe is only for première classe"


 St Pancras to Paris


 


My Eurostar is called and the passengers of the 17:01 to Paris Gare du Nord slide up escalators to the purring platform above.




  On board my seat is by the aisle, facing backward. The large man beside me, who neither utters a single word nor rises once during the entire journey, fiddles with his phone. Across the aisle, a woman sprays herself with a haze of lavender and fixes her hair. I take her to be French, although she says absolutely nothing either.




  We depart on the stroke of 17:01 and soon afterward a female announcer with a cut-glass accent – as though we are being welcomed on the grand staircase of an English country manor for a society event – explains where the food kiosk/bar is to be found, tells us phones should be kept on silent, notes that smoke detectors in the loos are "very sensitive" and warns that "première classe is only for première classe". No trying to sneak in to see how the other half lives.




  Going backward is vaguely unnerving – I always prefer forward – and being in the aisle means there is not much of a view, just a blur of grey sky. Library-like silence descends, aside from the rustle and crunch of crisps somewhere close by. This soon ceases. An advert highlighting the attractions of Aix-en-Provence flashes on a screen depicting magnificent gardens, pretty little squares, fountains and impressionist paintings hung in ornate museums; exotic eye candy for this section of M25-land Kent with its lorry-laden carriageways and football-pitch-sized warehouses. Then we slow down and pass a long train laden with wagons bearing FedEx containers. High metal fences appear, the train dips and, at 17:36, we slip effortlessly into the Channel Tunnel.




  As we do so, a comforting humming sound takes over and no one in the carriage moves or says a word. This may just be my imagination, but I get a strong collective sense of thank God for that. In little more than half an hour we are well away from the madness of one of the busiest cities in the world, listening to gentle train noises with a whole  load of seawater and fish up above. Admittedly, another pretty busy city awaits – but London, even on a short journey to St Pancras, seems to presents another level of daily chaos these days.




  It is both strange and frankly terrifying at this point, with all that water and all those fish up above, to think of those who may at this very moment be risking their lives travelling in the opposite direction on flimsy boats on the surface of the Channel.




  Just about every day such journeys are of course attempted, and although most boats are intercepted safely by coastguards, not all are. One vessel has just capsized, resulting in the tragic death of an Iranian woman, a thirty-one-year-old PhD student named Mitra Mehrad. Her boat ran into difficulty in poor weather not so far away from where we are now. Before departing Mehrad had stayed for several days at a makeshift migrant camp in Dunkirk. The price of such a crossing, with no assurance of safety and gangs running the racket, can be as much as ten thousand pounds.




  Première classe in the depths; desperation on the waves above.




  The Eurostar rises into Coquelles in Pas-de-Calais in France, where the hole on the other side of the Channel was dug, allowing the two tunnels to meet in October 1990. With this act, some believe, Britain effectively gave up its island status.




  It took a while for the 31-mile tunnel to be readied for commercial use, though. It was in May 1994 that the Queen eventually travelled across on Eurostar for the official inauguration. On the way back from Coquelles, President Mitterrand of France joined Her Majesty in her Rolls-Royce Phantom VI, which had been placed on a car-carrying train. "I've had a very comfortable journey in a very comfortable car, and it just happened to be yours, Ma'am," the president gushed afterward. The Duke of Edinburgh and Mrs Mitterrand were in the French state Citroën travelling behind on the same shuttle. So began what was believed at the time to be an inevitable process of bringing Britain and Europe together, solidifying the peace and togetherness achieved in the aftermath of the Second World War.




I stroll along to the food kiosk/bar.


  A group of tall men in charcoal-grey suits – they seem to be on a corporate outing – has commandeered the centre of an area with high tables for consuming food and drink. They are clasping little cans of Heineken that seem almost too small for their large hands, looking faintly ridiculous with all their swagger as they take dainty sips. As I queue for a can of my own, I listen to one of them.




  "I think ideally I'd like a house in Europe," he says. Dainty sip.




  "Really, not in Britain?" asks one of the others. 




  He ignores this, as he seems in a dreamy mood. 




  "Yes, a house in Europe. Or perhaps Asia," he continues. Dainty sip.




  "Asia?" asks his companion. He takes a dainty sip too.




  "Yes, Asia or Europe, ideally. A house in Britain too," says the first guy, who notices his little Heineken is finished and clicks out of his state of reverie. "Whose round is it anyway?"




  I return to my seat with my own dainty can.




  Rain streams down the windows, but after a while the outburst ceases and streaks of ethereal blue sky emerge amid bomb-like dark grey clouds.




  Going backward like this, at such a high speed, feels constantly as though the train is about to fly off the edge of a cliff. I do realize that some people prefer going backward (apparently for reasons to do with safety in the event of a crash) and others believe such seats allow more time to stare at views. But really, how likely is a disaster? And, frankly, isn't facing backward as you go forward just a little bit odd?




  From my reverse-aisle vantage point, flashes of electricity pylons and swathes of olive-green countryside sweep by. Rows of tall, thin trees materialize every now and then, looking like the teeth of giant upturned combs. And that's about it.




  The "French" woman on the seat across the aisle turns in my direction momentarily, shocking me. In my absence she has plastered on a glue-like face mask, a beauty product of some sort. At first glance,  though, she appears to have been treated for terrible burns or is trying out some ghoulish Halloween costume.




  I turn away, drink my Heineken and watch more bomb-like clouds on the horizon. An American mother on the seat behind attempts to cajole her daughter into reading a book, but after a while gives up and I hear her say: "Wow, it's so green." She is referring to the countryside, and indeed it is, with oak and beech trees and flickering sunlight. Not long afterward, however, tower-block estates arise in sprawling suburbs and the train rumbles into Paris.




  We disembark. From Gare du Nord I board a bouncy Line 5 Métro train with hard multicoloured seats, sitting next to a woman watching a video of herself dancing at a party. Her phone, I cannot help noticing, is adorned with pink bunny ears. The woman seems quite enrapt by her energetic performance, regularly pressing play for another viewing.




  As I ponder quite what this might say about the future of humanity, the train crosses the River Seine and pulls into Gare d'Austerlitz.












"Have a nice… life"


Paris to Figueres, via Toulouse




 


Gare d'Austerlitz is right by the river. Notre-Dame Cathedral, which only recently lost its roof and spire in the devastating blaze that so shocked France, is about a mile to the north-west. Down by the water's edge, a brass band practises as the last of the day's sun fades above the silvery water. Métro trains on Line 5 rattle across the metal-framed bridge. There is something truly wonderful about arriving in Paris so quickly beneath the Channel by trains. Maybe I will just never get over this, no matter how many times I take the ride.




  Inside a modern annex of Gare d'Austerlitz, workers in red uniforms move about on Segways looking like robots in a science fiction film. In a corner near the platform for Toulouse, a lounge with faux leather  chairs and power points seems to be popular both with passengers and various Parisian drifters. Idle characters with possessions in plastic bags rest by the power points, appearing perfectly content in the faux leather seats. A man wearing both cargo trousers and tracksuit bottoms, one on top of the other, sits next to me, listening to music and tapping his feet. A woman with a bottle of cider places it on a side table and mumbles to herself happily as though greatly amused by some notion or other. Whether the designers of this IKEA-style lounge had all this in mind when plans were drawn up is perhaps unlikely, but at least it is getting good use and proving popular (possibly for the night).




  The train is called. In the queue, a middle-aged British man travelling with an elderly couple begins whistling an annoying tune repeatedly, quite loudly. He has a crew cut and a pot belly. He informs his grandparents, whom I gather he is accompanying on their summer holiday, that this is the melody from "Ring of Fire" by Johnny Cash and he likes to whistle the song as he supports Liverpool Football Club. Apparently, his grandparents and I learn, two famous Liverpool players were once filmed singing this song. So he, and some other Liverpool fans, whistle the tune loudly in public places.




  "If anyone else 'Liverpool' is about, they whistle back," he says.




  His grandparents say absolutely nothing and just watch him as he continues to whistle. It is as though he is a (big fat) bird that has lost its way and is trying to find the others. No one at Gare d'Austerlitz returns his "call".




  The man stops whistling. There are a couple of young backpackers ahead of us – possibly Scandinavian. They are within earshot. They seem nervous about their tickets and are asking the guard some questions.




  "Probably on gap years," he says to his grandparents, in a sneering tone. "On gap years. Taking time off." He imitates a gap year student's voice, as he imagines one to be: "I'm going to take time off to find myself." His grandparents look as though they do not have the first clue what he is talking about. Then he says: "**** off!" And begins whistling again.




  The fresh-faced Scandinavians almost certainly understand him. For that matter, I understand him. I have a backpack and could well be trying to find myself too. I may even be taking time off on a gap year too, though perhaps not one between A levels and university.




  I really do not like the Whistler.




  We all board the long, dirty, grey-blue Société Nationale des Chemins de Fer (SNCF) Intercités service to Toulouse.




  The Whistler and his grandparents are not in my compartment on coach eleven. Inside are two bunks, each with three berths. Mine is the lower berth on the right. A Chinese woman with an absolutely enormous metal suitcase somehow manoeuvres her luggage behind the ladder.




  "OK perfect," she says. "Too big," she apologises, before flapping her T-shirt. "Hot! Hot!"




  She climbs the steps and asks a neighbour: "Where you come from?"




  A voice says: "French." End of conversation.




  She asks another neighbour up above the same question. "Spain" is the reply. End of conversation.




  At least she's trying.




  A man above and opposite me has his skateboard propped beneath his pillow and is wearing his shoes (which he never takes off). The Chinese woman has left pink flip-flops with Sweet Years written within a heart shape at the foot of the ladder.




  We roll away at 22:08, not long after passing the cooling towers of a power station. Then, an arm shoots out from above, the blind is pulled down and darkness descends in our sleeper to the south. We clatter along. A conductor wearing a beret glances in before scurrying down the long, narrow corridor, a little like the White Rabbit from Alice in Wonderland. Wondering if the 22:08 to Toulouse has a public area, I hop off my bunk and take chase, catching him to ask if there is a buffet carriage.




  He swivels his eyes momentarily, as though suggesting "if only", and shakes his head. 




  "My colleague. Black girl," he says in English. He points at his face, seemingly to convey his message, although he is pale-skinned. "Glasses." Points at his face again. "White jacket." Points at his chest. "Tea and coffee only."




  She will come round with a trolley. He points at his face once more to make sure I know who to look out for.




  I return to my bunk berth and listen to the rumble of wheels and electric buzz of the train to Toulouse. The Chinese woman, having given up meeting anyone new, is chattering to a travelling companion I had not previously noticed on a high-up bunk. After a while, a dramatic Chinese soap opera plays (no headphones used, so the compartment can hear all). A man and a woman seem locked in the throes of a life-changing exchange, with truths finally being told and emotions on the line. Then this cuts off and for a while all that can be heard is a gentle clickety-clack of the track.




 


* * *




 


This does not last long.




  Mysterious clanks, bangs, creaks and muffled coughs mark the passage of the night.




  At six o'clock, the skateboarder rises, sliding open our compartment door to reveal a pink dawn sky.




  We are moving alongside a canal flanked by cream-coloured houses with green shutters. There is almost total silence now – no voices, just the rattle of the track – and I realize I have slept quite well despite the earlier noise. Phones charging in sockets dangle in the hall, where a few of us lean against a railing staring out. Apartment blocks, football pitches and sidings come and go. An office with mirrored windows lights up in a bizarre blaze of orange, catching the sun's reflection. The passengers in the hall oh and ah about this for a while, pointing at the building.




  We arrive at Toulouse Matabiau Station 19 minutes late at 06:20.




  This is a pit stop. I go outside to check out the station's grand stone facade with the coats of arms lined above arched windows. The station dates from the early nineteenth century and from the outside looks as though little has changed since then apart from the addition of a sign advertising a "QUICK" burger restaurant. Inside, I sit at a table near the Whistler (no longer whistling) and his grandparents, as well as a man wearing a baseball cap adorned with RULES ARE FOR SUCKERS. A team of four burly soldiers carrying machine guns patrols the station concourse, keeping an eye on us all.




  The next train is a combined SNCF and Red Nacional de los Ferrocarriles Españoles (Renfe) service – my first Spanish train.




  This turns out to be a bullet-nosed, although it never seems to go that fast. A convoluted announcement in English says that the train manager "remains your preferential contact person throughout your journey" and we depart at 08:07 in smart double-decker carriages with lilac carpets and powder-blue seats. Mine is on the top deck with clear views of custard-yellow wheat fields lined by streaks of red poppies, hawks wheeling above. The sky is perfect blue with the majestic snowcapped peaks of the Pyrenees rising to the south-west. Tan-coloured cattle huddle in the shade of trees. Grain silos cast long shadows. A Citroën 2CV putters and bumps down a potholed lane. Husks of corn billow in a swirling wind, as though forming the surface of a strange yellow sea.




  A tractor sprays fertilizer, leaving a ghostly trail of haze. The impenetrable-looking fortifications of Carcassonne arise majestically beyond the high arched windows of the ancient city's station. We traverse the bend of a river and enter hills clad with dark-green forest interspersed with ragged granite ridges. Wispy clouds cling to hilltops as though afraid to break free and evaporate in the rising heat of the day. Bushes thick with yellow flowers grow by cypress trees that fan out across a plain. Vineyards appear with emerald vines and twisty trunks that look like snakes charmed out of the soil. The landscape is rich and fertile and splendid. From the cramped confines of the  London Tube to a comfortable seat with a soul-lifting view: this is why I bought my ticket south.




  I start talking to my neighbour, Frank.




  He is wearing a blue sleeveless jacket and has a tattoo of a bear on one arm. Bedding is attached to his backpack and he is in his fifties with gimlet eyes, a black nose ring and a ginger beard. He looks careworn. First impressions are that he could be homeless. He is not. He is a social worker from the German village of Schluchsee in the Black Forest. He has bought tickets to visit his soon-to-be eighteen-year-old daughter, who is on a holiday with friends in Perpignan. He wants to surprise her by turning up for her eighteenth birthday so he can give her a present and take her out.




  "She don't know about it," he says.




  How pleased he imagines she will be to have her father turn up unannounced for her party, I do not ask.




  Frank has travelled by train from Basel – "that's in Switzerland" – after crossing the border from Schluchsee. "It is very small. It is very nice there," he says of Schluchsee. "Just mountains and black trees."




  Frank has opinions about trains.




  He likes French trains. "The TGV is better than the InterCity  in Germany," he says. "More comfort on TGV and the signs in France are so easy you can't go wrong. There is always someone to help you."




  He does not like German trains. "Trains in Germany always delayed, big problems, crowded," he says, looking at me for a moment, perhaps to judge whether I will be offended by what comes next.




  "It is not as bad as British railways," he says. "Not as bad as that. But it's getting that way."




  He looks out of the carriage window. We are passing a wide expanse of water. Perpignan is coming up. Frank has to go. He shakes my hand. "Have a nice…" he pauses as though wondering what to say next, "life". 




  He heads down to the lower deck. 




  The train crosses marshland with pools of copper-coloured water beside the tracks.




  Then the land turns arid and becomes rockier and rockier. More snowy mountains arise. A red-brick castle appears on the right-hand side, dome-topped turrets shooting up like missiles. A Ryanair plane soars above an emerald valley of vines. Four Spanish police officers, who must have boarded at Perpignan, enter the carriage wearing bulletproof vests and revolvers in holsters. They ask to see other passengers' documents, but not mine. My guidebook and my backpack seem good enough for Spanish immigration requirements.




  "Buenos días," says a female officer.




  And with that, they depart.




  We enter a long pitch-black tunnel before emerging amid undulating green hills lit by long streaks of golden sunlight.




  My train is in Spain. Sunny Spain indeed.













CHAPTER TWO 


FIGUERES TO VILANOVA I LA GELTRÚ, VIA BLANES AND BARCELONA


 


"VAGABOND DAYS"





[image: map]






So here is the plan: to travel in a big, wobbly "S" by slow trains around Spain. From the north-east corner the tracks will lead onward, I hope, along the north coast using narrow-gauge railways for some of the way to Santiago de Compostela, the ancient pilgrimage city, before looping south via Madrid to the remote region of Extremadura near the Portuguese border. From there, the idea is to weave across to València, Spain's third largest city, then down to the south coast and westward once again via a beach or two to Seville, the flamenco-dancing capital of Andalusía.




  Spanish trains seem easy to book via the website of Renfe, the state-owned rail operator, nationalized by Franco in 1941 and pronounced ren-fay. My intention is to make it up as I go along, following the vague route described above. Each day I will look at tomorrow's departures and book another ride, taking the slowest trains possible to the next destination. In this manner I hope to: 1) Lose myself for a while in a large intriguing country. 2) Dip into matters of interest at my destinations, particularly those train related. 3) Let whatever happens, happen. 4) Perhaps most importantly, break free and enjoy the ride.




  When Laurie Lee came to Spain in July 1935, he was equipped with a violin for busking and a single phrase in Spanish: "Will you please give me a glass of water?" In his delightful memoir, As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning, his follow-up to the childhood memoir Cider with Rosie, Lee describes tramping across the country, occasionally hitching lifts on mule wagons. Well, it is in the spirit of Lee that I set forth, with only a little more Spanish and minus a fiddle. For a few weeks los trenes will lead the way and I will be a mere pasajero, with a smartphone to check Renfe timetables.




  Places to stay? Apart from the first night, nowhere is booked. This is, of course, one of the wonderful things about travel these days: with a few simple clicks it is possible to fix what might in the past have required phone calls, faxes, or even "snail-mail" letters. There is no pretending otherwise: our ways of getting about have been transformed by the internet and I intend to make the most of them. Train journeys like this one, and those I describe in Slow Trains to Venice, a book about a meandering European train journey, do not always necessitate slumming it. Yes, the popular image of train travel around Europe is of cheap hostels and rough going, but the popular image is wrong.




  It is very simple indeed to have a very nice time without a trip costing an arm and a leg.




  There is another consideration here, which I will touch upon and move on.




  I do not profess to be an evangelical eco-traveller. Greta Thunberg, the Swedish wonder teenager of All Things Green and many others have the sermons of eco-travel done and dusted. All I will say is this: trains are obviously greener than planes. From Paris to Barcelona travelling by train releases 12.48 kilograms of carbon per passenger. To fly this route, however, would release 78.37 kilograms. On this basis, on an average-length journey in Europe, planes are six times dirtier than trains. With stories about "extreme weather" and climate change not about to go away, these things matter.




  As I left St Pancras, Britain was drizzling, dripping, thundering and splashing (almost drowning) in the second wettest June on record. Floods and treacherous weather warnings were reported daily; dams at bursting point. If we are going to be greener in the future and enjoy a more stable climate – check the weather records for almost any recent year and it is abundantly clear that weather patterns are far from regular – we are going to have to change our old travel habits.




  But not if you love trains already, though. No need to alter a thing. Feel very smug and step on board.




  World-famous Swedish teenagers with good social media and intentions, eat your hearts out.












Sentimientos in Catalonia


Figueres




 


On the platform at Figueres Station eight police officers have cornered a man who has just disembarked. He appears bewildered and scared, as though he would dearly like to make a dash for it. As I take the steps down into a tunnel to the exit, he is shakily holding forth flimsy pieces of paper as proof of identification. His back is to the train and he cuts a tragic figure, a picture of desolation and fear. What are his circumstances? Has he been collared? It certainly looks like it. Borders in Europe seem not to be as free and easy as they once were (for some).


  Within the station, a corridor is decorated with images of Salvador Dalí, the surrealist local hero (1904–1989). Dalí is buried in a crypt beneath the stage at the Dalí Theatre-Museum, the big attraction in Figueres, which Dalí himself built. I chose Figueres for the first Spanish stop to come and see this extraordinary, fantastical castle-like structure topped with giant golden eggs and with walls studded with golden loaves of bread.




  No other tourist has disembarked at Figueres. The little tourist office by the concourse is empty save for an assistant with round-rimmed glasses who initially, whenever I ask anything about Figueres (which translates in Catalan as "fig trees"), hands me a new map.




  "I am a tourist and I am staying here tonight…" I begin, triggering a blur of hand movement behind the counter as the assistant with round-rimmed glasses cuts me short by presenting a map. 




  I look at the map and say: "Oh, thank you, thank you, that's really great" or something along those lines. It is a lovely, useful local map.




  I ask about what there is to see aside from the Dalí Theatre-Museum, but before this is fully expressed, another map of Figueres – a slightly different lovely, useful local map – is passed across, stopping me in my tracks.




  "Oh, thank you, thank you," I say, examining the new, almost identical but subtly different map.




  I ask about where I might go next in Catalonia, beginning to mention that I would prefer to miss Barcelona, and the assistant puts a hand up as if to say "No more please – I have the answer!" – before flamboyantly passing across two further lovely, useful maps of Figueres, these ones with a wider perspective showing the region.




  Looking at the four maps laid out on the table before me, I have no excuse if I get lost in Dalí's birthplace and resting place or anywhere nearby.




  I enquire about the length of the walk from the station to the centre. 




  No further maps are proffered (as I seem to have them all already) and the assistant with round-rimmed glasses replies casually: "Forty-five minutes, perhaps an hour."




  This seems like a lot, I suggest, judging by the various maps. 




  "Sí," he concedes, equally casually. "Maybe fifteen, twenty minutes is more like it."




  Perhaps time itself has a surreal quality in the home of the world's most famous surrealist.




  Looking at one of the regional maps, I point to a place called Malgrat de Mar. Maybe that would be a good place to stop after Figueres?




  "Oh no," replies the assistant. "Blanes: better, better, better."




  Blanes is a town slightly before Malgrat de Mar on the Costa Brava. The tourist official does not elaborate on why Blanes is better, but seems absolutely certain on the point, telling me I must catch a train from another station in Figueres: "A very slow train – it stop at every station". I am currently at Figueres-Vilafant Station, which is just for international or long-distance trains; the station for local trains is on the other side of town. He gives me the train time for tomorrow, 09:52, and bows slightly.




  Muy buen (very good) service at Figueres-Vilafant Station.




  As for the poor soul detained on the platform, he does not pass by the tourist office during this exchange. I have an eye out for him. As this is the only exit, for now at least the border guards seem to have him. Perhaps France will again, quite soon.




 


* * *




 


Hotel Los Angeles is down an alley, a stone's throw from the Dalí Theatre-Museum.


  Figueres, I gather during the walk over, is a provincial town with a market selling famous-brand clothing at remarkably cheap prices, knick-knacks, knickers, leather belts and a wide selection of five-euro straw hats. "Bonjour, monsieur. Bon soir, monsieur. Tourist, monsieur?" asks a Del Boy trader as I pass, taking me for a French backpacker.




  The market is at the foot of a hill by a park not so far from Figueres-Vilafant Station. In the spirit of qué demonios (what the hell) I buy a polo shirt from the Spanish Del Boy, who tells me he was born in Morocco but brought up in Girona – an early reminder of the close ties between Spain and North Africa. No other part of Europe is, of course, so close to the African continent. The Strait of Gibraltar is 9 miles wide at its narrowest point.




  The market stalls lead onward to labyrinthine lanes connecting to little tucked-away squares with cafés and twisting alleys snaking off at corners. Lizards bask in the sun on the steps of houses. Elderly men sip coffees beneath drumstick trees. Some of the restaurants, I notice, offer tastets surrealistes menus. A popular one has oysters with caviar and cava, "gratinated prawns and octopus" and "pork fillet with ice cream of mustard and brioche". Dalí-friendly diners: dig in! Local restaurant owners seem to have gone for a Dalí slant. And who, I suppose, could blame them?




  It does not take long to reach the hotel, past a series of pro Catalonia independence signs that have been sprayed on walls beside yellow and tomato-red Catalonian flags; Figueres appears to be a hotbed of the separatist movement. NO REMORSE, NO FREEDOM! says one piece of graffiti, written in English close to the hotel entrance. In the little lobby Dalí pictures are plastered on the wall and copies of his works are for sale in a cabinet. Unusual purple lights emanate from a reception desk by a rubber-tree plant. Surreal, indeed.




  The owner's name is Angel. He has grey hair and glasses and sits on a low swivel chair behind a marble counter, his head just popping up. He is mild-mannered… until the subject turns to Catalonian independence, that is.




  "Did you ever lay eyes on Dalí?" I ask at check-in. Given the artist died in 1989, I suppose there is a possibility.




  "I am not that old. I did not see him. I am very young," he replies.




  What age was he during Dalí's last days?




  "School age," he replies. "I am very young: just forty-nine now."




  I like this definition of very young.




  "Dalí, for the last ten years of his life, did not go out much," says Angel. Hence the rare sightings of him during that period. Dalí's health went into rapid decline in later years after the death of his wife Gala in 1982.




  I ask about the pro Catalonian independence graffiti on the street outside.




  "Ah!" he says, standing for the first time. "Ah!"




  I am holding my Rail Map Europe, produced by the compilers of the European Rail Timetable, the train map version of the holy grail. Angel eyes it and indicates he wants a look. He takes the map and lays a pencil down on it to mark a line from a point south-west of Barcelona to the middle of the Pyrenees.




  "This is Catalonia!" he says, indicating the space to the right of the pencil, where we now are. "This is Spain!" He points to the much larger area to the left. "We hope for independence. Catalonia wants independence but Spain says 'no'. It's just like Scotland. It's the same, I think. In ten or twenty years' time maybe. Maybe!"




  He thumps the reception desk and pauses. "The sentimientos! The sentimientos!" Angel says. He places his hand on his heart; sentimientos translates as "feelings".




  "The young people have the sentimientos in Catalonia. There are many people who in the last seventy years came to work in Catalonia from other parts of Spain. My father is from Granada. My mother is from Cáceres." Granada is in Andalucía in the far south while Cáceres is in Extremadura in the remote south-west. "Cáceres is very poor. My mother, she came with her parents when she was ten."




  Now that there is a generation one step removed from this exodus, the sense of Catalonian identity has strengthened among the young, Angel says.




  "The culture and the language are different. Democracy!" Angel looks squarely at me. "Simple! If people want independence, they vote for independence! Then normally there will be independence!"
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