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Dedication:

To my parents and brother.

To all those who have shared and will share trips and adventures with me.
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“Travelling is the best money ever spent”. This maxim is one of the great, undeniable truths of this world. Throughout my life, whenever I’ve had the chance, I’ve “invested” in this discipline and, so far, I can say that I’ve been to more than twenty countries: Portugal, France, Andorra, Italy, Egypt, Austria, Germany, the UK, Belgium, Switzerland, Russia, Canada, Mexico, Costa Rica, Malta, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Hungary, Slovakia...

Through the process of reminiscing, listing them, you realise what a life you’ve lived; especially when you know that the list isn’t complete, that you’re missing a country. I hope, in any case, to be able to double or triple this figure whilst I still have the chance... But for the time being, the experiences I’ve collected bring me joy every time I think of them: I’ve been to the burial chamber of the pyramid of Menkaure in Egypt; I’ve crossed the largest lake in Europe, the Ladoga, battling waves more than 2-metres-high in a Soviet boat; I’ve seen a Mayan city, half-eaten by the Mexican jungle, whilst perched on top of a newly-discovered pyramid; I have walked the tongue of the Pasterze Glacier in the heart of the Alps; I ziplined for more than a kilometre in Costa Rica’s cloud forest; I’ve seen Mont Saint Michel through the mist, like a fairy-tale castle; I’ve walked around the magical Matterhorn, in Switzerland; I’ve seen ‘the whole of Toronto’ from the top of the 446-metre-high CN tower and I’ve felt the vertigo of walking on its transparent floor; I’ve seen the ‘azure window’ on the island of Gozo, in Malta, before it disappears for good; I’ve crossed the Euro Tunnel on a journey from Brussels to London; I’ve been inside a WW2 submarine in Estonia; I’ve climbed to the top of the Eiffel Tower; I’ve swum in the famous colonnaded pool at the Gellert Thermal Baths in Budapest; in Northern Canada, I’ve seen a whale break the water’s surface just five metres away, and caught its eye for a few seconds...

I’m aware that there’s still a lot left for me to do, to see and to experience; but sometimes, before starting new projects, it’s worth going back to the beginning and that’s exactly what this book’s about: the first trips that sparked all the rest, that ignited this tireless calling, that made me want to keep on travelling. I’m referring to the trips to the Island of Mallorca, Portugal, the Pyrenees, Italy and finally, the most surprising place of all those I’ve visited: Egypt.

It’s true that I’m not Rustichello da Pisa, and this isn’t an example of ‘the travels of Marco Polo’, but I’m sure that all those who like to travel or wish to do so will enjoy this humble book; and who knows, maybe it’ll inspire someone else to write about their experiences too...

TRIP TO THE PYRENEES



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


1 – The Gift From Érica Raquel
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Saturday 1st September 2001

The three travellers managed to get all of their luggage into the boot of the Volkswagen Passat at 05:30. The car began its pilgrimage of nearly 4,000km with a sluggishness that matched the hour, compounded by the fatigue that comes at the end of a busy work week. Perhaps the car, being an inanimate object, didn’t feel these things, but its occupants – the soul of this adventure – certainly did. Still, the thrill of the journey pushed aside any thoughts of laziness or lethargy.

Little by little, the sun rose on the N-11 national highway. Pepe, in the back seat, didn’t speak much; neither did he sing along to any songs from the “La Oreja de Van Gogh” CD that they would listen to endlessly during the journey, despite knowing them by heart. He remained strangely motionless. “I wasn’t asleep; I just shut my eyes for a bit,” he protested, when the first ray of Aragon sun startled him “theoretically awake” and his two travel companions, brothers Luisito and Mario, ruined any plans he might’ve had for a nap. 

At 08:30 on the dot – as scheduled – they reached the capital of Ebro, but not on a road they knew. 

“We’re in the industrial area of Zaragoza,” Mario reported.

“Where should I drop you?” asked the driver.

“On the right... Those “icicles” over there,” said Pepe, this ice-themed metaphor referring to the towers of the Pilar Basilica.

Indeed, on the right you could see the highest parts of the Pilar Basilica, or possibly La Seo cathedral. Relying on this unmistakable reference, the car crossed a bridge over the wide river.

“Erm... I think this might be a pedestrian bridge,” Mario interjected with a frown, seeing the disgruntled looks that some of the morning passers-by were throwing them.

“It doesn’t matter, we’re half way across already and need to keep going,” Luisito declared. All that guided them were the aforementioned “icicles” and it didn’t matter how pedestrianised the streets were, or in which direction – forbidden or not – they went, so long as they reached their destination. Such was the audacity of our three travellers at the start of their Zaragoza adventures. 

Shortly after crossing the bridge, and without any major hiccups they made it to the entrance of the car park below the Plaza de Pilar. 

Pepe opened the car door, to find a passport-sized wallet on the floor. Inside it was an ID card belonging to a nice young person called Érica Raquel and 4 well-folded 2,000-peseta notes. The joy was immense, and the travellers offered high praise to their impromptu benefactress. Mario, as the official administrator and treasurer of the expedition, pocketed the sum for their communal funds.

“Do you want an orange juice? Are we allowed that today?” Luisito asked as he ordered breakfast, thus trying to plunder the capital that had fallen in their laps; and worse than that, succeeding.

With three juices, sat around a table at the Santiago café with views of the Pilar Basilica, the adventurers enjoyed a breakfast of churros accompanied by lots of coffee, but very little solemnity. Érica Raquel paid for them with that healthy kindness typical of Zaragoza girls, but without wanting to make an appearance; always so modest.

Despite their uncivil behaviour, their morning meal tasted like glory. They entered the basilica with full stomachs. It was quite cool. As always – it wasn’t the first visit for any of the three – they enjoyed the cavernous building, trying to guess which of the hodgepodge of architectural styles the church actually pertained to.

“It’s Aragon baroque,” Mario declared confidently, with the voice of an art connoisseur.

“How can you tell?” Luisito wanted to know.

“No idea... It’s written on the board by the entrance, next to the Howitzers from the civil war,” his brother admitted, breaking the spell.

Pepe, in the meantime, was flicking through a pamphlet of Laúdes. In front of the image of Pilar, some young kids – the poor things, at this time on a Saturday – were singing hymns in their high-pitched voices that despite dating back to the dark ages, still had an audience on that day in the 21st century.

“Those kids are cracking me up,” said Pepe, when he saw the kids, dressed as altar boys. 

“It’s because in 2001, this is comical,” said Mario, adamantly critical and fed up of the medievalism of the Santa Madre church.

—o—

Pepe put Érica Raquel’s ID in a post-box near the car park entrance, leaving it up to the postman to return it to its owner. Earlier, he had taken it out of the wallet with extreme care and cleaned it meticulously with a handkerchief.

“Just in case of fingerprints...” he explained, cautiously.

After this civic act towards the only sponsor of the expedition (that they remembered, anyway), the three adventurers headed to La Seo cathedral, past the imposing Ibercaja headquarters building next to the town hall. 

“We’ll see it another year...” declared Luisito, when they noted that it didn’t open until 10:00.

They went round the building until they reached another door, but they couldn’t get in through that one either. 

At 09:30 they left Zaragoza for the wild, untamed north.

—o—

“Huesca really is a dump,” said Pepe in a tone that left no room for doubt, inelegant as the phrase was. 

The three adventurers had been circling the capital of Huesca for a few kilometres. The city of Huesca, perhaps unfairly, seemed rather ugly and basic. Even the word "town" was too big for the few buildings they glimpsed. 

“There’s just a church and a water tank,” he added, to justify the previous point.

“And in the middle of a desert,” Mario added, a little dramatically.

The Volkswagen Passat, gradually leaving the plains behind, continued along the bleak road to Barbastro.

“Look,” Luisito exclaimed, “you can see the first ones”. 

Indeed, in the distance they could just glimpse the blue Pyrenees mountains. 

Suddenly, the Pueyo Monastery appeared on the right, perched on its high hill. The guidebook listed it as an obligatory stop. When he reached the top, Pepe found another wallet, but it was empty. 

“Unlucky! How good would it have been, if this one was full as well?” 

While Pepe lamented, Luisito and Mario took the opportunity to put on their brand new black Kangol caps, bought for the occasion a few weeks ago in the Plaza Mayor in Madrid. This trip was their grand debut and they were destined to become an emblem and object of worship in the coming centuries – like something related to Marco Polo, for example – who as we know, is a distinguished traveller, just like the protagonists of this story. Sort of.

They took their first photos and were blown away by the place. Much of the Pyrenees Mountain range could be seen in the distance. Curious people that they were, they made good use of the panoramic signs that helped visitors to identify each mountain. It was a magnificent start to their adventures in the Pyrenees.

They also went into the church, but it was dusty and they didn’t like it much. Added to that, music began to play with hints of a military anthem from other dictatorial times that didn’t really suit the place; as a result, the brass band seemed a bit comical to the travellers.

—o—

In Barbastro there was a bustling and chaotic street market; the type that has a few dodgy vendors. The three travellers tried to avoid it as much as possible, but in their erratic journey through the town they had to pass through it several times. It meant that in that one short pilgrimage, they visited the cathedral - small but quite interesting - and the Somontano wine museum. It was more shop than museum, and part of a hilltop complex that included at the very least a bullring, an information office, a wine museum and a three-star hotel.

“They don’t give you any samples,” one of them complained.

“I don’t know any of these wines, so I’m not buying anything... Although being from Somontano they’re probably good, but...” declared a second.

“Outrageous! Half a litre of orujo, 1,800 pesetas,” the third exclaimed, affronted.

They got out of there sharpish in search of a bar, but they only saw a couple of grotty clubs and the horror that was the dodgy street market.

“Let’s grab a drink at a beach bar by the Patano de Barasona,” one of the three suggested hopefully.

“Assuming there are any,” Mario retorted, pessimistically.

And there “were some”; well, to be exact, there was one, though it was boarded up tight and, by the looks of it, had been abandoned for years. Luckily, all was not lost; on the left side of the street was a restaurant-hotel and campsite. From the car park there were good views of the reservoir and the lack of people and resulting silence was relaxing after the bustling Barbastro. A couple of old guys gave each other a guttural and primary greeting, and then they started a conversation that can barely be replicated. We’ll give it a go anyway:

“Scsron if it rains fsdft fde on this wall dertd dfgt take a hundred kilos of snails ddfdvdff.”

“Weder sdwe will be htrfd menos.”

“Ert and chosen, frety dft you get dc seeff anything.”

As they tried to decipher this conversation about molluscs, the three hungry travellers went into the restaurant, which turned out to be quite nicely put together. They ordered a drink and a portion of “longaniza” sausage. The generous tapa was accompanied by some “pan tomaca”. They devoured the meat, though it burned like hell. Meanwhile, one of the old guys, having finished his thesis on walls and snails, was reading a sports newspaper at an adjoining table. Suddenly, he looked up; a woman had walked through the door, late thirties, short blonde hair, freckles, slightly round-figured. She was foreign and was wearing a t-shirt that didn’t do much to hide her tiny bikini bottoms. She asked the waiter something to do with camping, in a mixture of Spanish and her own language. Then she turned to leave, and what was revealed by her thong bikini was rather large and bright red with sunburn. The old guy grinned, like he’d seen an old friend, and went back to studying the football scores.

—o—

In Graus they refuelled just below the monastery built into the mountain. With that, Érica Raquel’s contribution was almost finished and the administrator, inspired by the nearby monastic customs, called for the coffers to be filled. Then, at a self-service shop in this lovely town they bought some necessities and sandwiches for that day’s meal. They phoned the “casa rural” (a self-catered country house) in the town of Campo, and since there was no issue with them arriving over the next few hours, the three travellers set out to cover the last stretch of the journey without any further pitstops.

—o—

“Campo is one of those towns that stretches out weirdly along the side of a highway to nowhere,” mused Mario, analytical and suspicious from the minute they arrived. But on second glance things improved, since the town seemed to be set in the middle of a valley flanked by broad mountains; some covered in trees and others bare rock, like the magnificent Turbón. Whilst it wasn’t anything special when compared to what awaited the travellers over the coming days, it was their first contact with the mountain in a long time, so it seemed pretty special to them.

After some confusion trying to find the casa rural – it didn’t exactly look like one – they were welcomed by a fat young man named Alberto. He was the landlord. 

What was to be the three adventurers’ headquarters for the first seven days of the expedition turned out to be on the third floor - the rooftop - of a building with no lift. When they opened the door, it didn’t look like much. Alberto sold his merchandise the best he could: he confidently presented the benefits of the living space and avoided all the bad bits with practiced skill. Then he pointed out where everything was. When they finished the assessment, they went down to the entryway and paid the remaining 15,000 pesetas (the week’s rent cost 20,000). Finally, in front of a 3D map hanging on the wall, the landlord began his customary spiel - “the lecture”, he called it - about what there was to see and what not to see in those parts. At first, he adopted the tone of a father lecturing his ignorant and misguided children; but as his lecture progressed, he was interrupted by the more experienced opinions of Pepe and Luisito. The fact that he was talking to people who were not completely unfamiliar with the area unsettled the speaker, but Alberto was talkative and continued to give his opinion (rather than instructions). Pepe and Mario, getting the hint, stopped butting in so that they could wrap this up and get on with the next stage of the day; but Luisito kept on and on, like a dog with a bone, so the conversation lasted far longer than necessary.

“Jeez Luisito, how much do you like to talk to the locals?” he was admonished, by one of his companions.

“The guy’s just nice, he only wants to help.”

“You need to know when to stop... I get the impression the ‘locals’ around here are pretty bored, and if they hook you, they won't let you go.”

“Well, you guys are just rude and...”

And with those opinions they crossed the town in the direction of the          "Aro Rojo", which, apparently, is a typical Huesca grocery shop. 

In the small square they saw a skinny, sad-faced dog lying in a corner. He barely even blinked as they passed; like a reincarnation of laziness itself.

They arrived at the "Aro Rojo" ready to stock up on typical local fare. “If you need to do any shopping, I recommend it. They’ve got everything there... I mean, it's not El Corte Inglés but...” the landlord advised them at some point in his verbose speech. Indeed, "Alimentación Conchita", on the road to Benasque, was the opposite of a hypermarket typical of a large area, but the three adventurers bought what they needed; of course, at the typically inflated prices of towns that are known or considered to be touristy.
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