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  Chapter 1




  

    INTRODUCTION




  




   




  Dear Reader




  You are about to join me on a journey - a journey that I am sure that you will enjoy. During the course of this voyage of discovery, I will share with you my impressions of Spain, its places and its people.




  Spain is a dynamic member of modern Europe but it wasn't always so. Not so long ago, the country was ruled by a military dictator following the ravages of a Civil War. However, there have been good times as well as bad. There was the Golden Age that followed the discovery of America; there were the social conflicts of the 19th century and, much earlier, nearly 800 years of Muslim rule.




  Phoenicians, Carthaginians, Greeks, Romans, Visigoths, Moors and Christians have all left their mark on Spain and all have contributed to its rich heritage.




  From Almería in sun-kissed Andalucía to Zaragoza in historic Aragón; from ancient Antequera to Vitoria-Gasteiz in the Basque country; we will journey around this delightful country. We will visit the Alhambra Palace in Granada, Córdoba's Mezquita and the Cathedral at Santiago de Compostela. We will explore Spain's diverse natural landscapes - the Picos de Europa, the Sierra Nevada, the Timanfaya National Park in Lanzarote and the vast plains of La Mancha.




  We will go on a journey through Prehistoric, Iberian, Roman, Visigoth, Muslim and Christian Spain.




  During our travels, we will meet famous Spaniards - composers Isaac Albéniz and Tomás Luis de Victoria, artists Francisco Goya and Pablo Picasso, writers Miguel de Cervantes and Gerald Brenan - the latter being one of a number of 'honorary Spaniards' like American Washington Irving. We will encounter Kings and Queens too - Ferdinand and Isabella, Abd-er-Rahman I, Boabdil, Wilfrid the Hairy...





  We will experience bull fighting, football, fiestas, flamenco and the diversity of Spain's languages. Throughout the journey, the keyword is diversity. The heritage of Spain is diverse - between the modern cities and industrial centres lay old towns that seem to defy the march of time. As we journey through twisted cobbled streets we will breathe the atmosphere of a forgotten world - beautiful plazas, Romanesque cathedrals, Modernist civil buildings and impregnable castles. Every Spanish province has such a town - a town that preserves the beauty of its unique past.





  Spain's countryside is diverse. It may have more mountain ranges than Switzerland but it has arid plateaux too! Compare the sun-kissed beaches of the southern Costas to the rain swept coast of Galicia or contrast the vast area of rugged limestone of the Sierra de Grazalema Natural Park in Andalucía with the subtropical forest of the Garajonay National Park on the Canary island of La Gomera. Spain has more protected areas than anywhere else in Europe - some with unique ecosystems like the Cabo de Gata in the province of Almería.





  The people too are diverse - or should we say peoples because the seventeen autonomous regions are fiercely independent - so much so, that many prefer to use their local language rather than Castilian. Whether it is Catalan, Galician, Euskara, or dialects like Valenciano or even obscure languages like Aranese, only around 60 percent of Spaniards use Castilian as their natural language.




  It is this diversity that has inspired me to provide you, dear reader, with my "Spanish Impressions".




  





  





  





  





  





  

    Chapter 2


  




  SPAIN - A BRIEF HISTORY





  





  Spain is situated in southwest Europe and occupies a large chunk of the Iberian Peninsula, which it shares with Portugal - well, apart from two miniscule bits where Andorra and Gibraltar are located!




  The Balearics and the Canary Islands also belong to Spain as does the two Spanish enclaves in North Africa - Melilla and Ceuta. In fact, it is the close proximity of Africa, and the Mediterranean between, that have had a profound effect on the history and culture of this great nation - if nation is the right word for a country where a number of communities seek self-rule.




  There are seventeen autonomous communities in Spain, most of which are sub-divided into provinces of which there are fifty in total. However, Spain is much more than the sum of its parts. It is diverse.




  Its geographic topography is diverse with impressive mountain ranges, arid plateaux, fertile plains and even desert landscapes. There is a great variety of coastal areas ranging from the rocky rías of Galicia to the pristine sandy beaches of the south. Spain has more protected countryside than other European countries with fifteen National Parks, thirty-three Biosphere Reserves and hundreds of Natural Parks. Within many of these natural areas there is tremendous diversity in both landscape and flora and fauna - for example, there are more plant varieties in Spain than in any other European country.




  Spain's geographical position has had a major influence on its history and many diverse cultures have contributed to its chequered past.




  Archaeological evidence has indicated the presence of prehistoric peoples - in Andalucía alone, there are many sites including the dolmens of Antequera and the Neolithic village of Los Millares near Almería. Later, during the Bronze Age, Celtic migrants settled in northern and central Spain and Iberians of North African descent inhabited the southern regions.




  The evolution of modern Spain started in 1100BC when the Phoenicians founded the city of Gadir, which is present day Cádiz. This was the first of a number of colonies in southern Spain. Carthage, itself a Phoenician colony, also established an empire around the Mediterranean that included Barcelona and Mallorca. Rome followed.




  The Romans were to rule the Iberian Peninsula for more than 600 years - from 218BC to AD409. However, they had to do some serious fighting to achieve it! Firstly, the Carthaginians had to be defeated. This was achieved in the Second Punic War that was fought in Italy, Spain and North Africa. The Carthaginians had an early success when Hannibal crossed the Alps with his elephants and annihilated a Roman army - well, he did have the help of an army of 60,000! Nonetheless, Rome went on to win the war. On the Spanish front, Scipio captured Cartagena and Cádiz and the stage was set for the Roman occupation of Hispania, as Spain would be called in Roman times.




  It would take another 200 years before the Romans took full control of the country. The reason for this was the stubborn resistance of the Celtiberians. These descendants of the Celtic and Iberian settlers were fierce warriors and there was much bloodshed before Hispania was officially declared a part of Rome in 38BC.




  There were many important cities in this new Roman outpost but Emerita Augusta was the greatest. It was the capital of the province of Lusitania which was situated in western Hispania - roughly where Portugal and Extremadura are now located. Today, this city is called Mérida and many relics of Roman rule can still be seen there including the Roman Theatre and the Amphitheatre, where gladiators fought. People still visit these sites but to watch milder forms of entertainment like classical theatre!




  During the first century, Christianity was introduced. Fact and myth are often distorted over time so, whether it was the apostle Paul that brought Christianity to Iberia or Saint James the Elder (Santiago) or someone else, is a matter for the historians to decide. What is known is that it took two centuries for Christianity to fully take hold. It was a bloody process with many thousands of Christians being literally thrown to the lions.




  After the Romans came the Vandals and the Visigoths. These barbarian peoples swarmed into southern Europe including Spain and Italy. Rome was sacked in AD410 - the Roman Empire had already been in steady decline. The Vandals contributed little to Spanish culture. The Visigoths, however, went on to rule Spain for 300 years. Surprisingly, relatively few remnants of Visigoth rule remain - even in Toledo, their capital. It was a period of relative peace and stability - troubled only by the occasional intruder like the Byzantines and the Basques - no change there then!




  In AD711, the Moors came to Spain. The Umayyad Caliphate in Damascus had outgrown its lands in the Arabian Peninsula and had decided to expand its territories. It had conquered the Berber lands of North Africa and now wanted to spread the influence of Islam further. Muslim armies crossed the Straits of Gibraltar and poured into Spain. The initial expeditionary force, under the command of Berber, Tarik-ibn-Ziyad, landed at the spot where Gibraltar now stands - originally called Jabal-Tariq - Tariq's rock. The Visigoth ruler, King Roderick, and his army were quickly conquered and within three years, the Moors had swept across the peninsula and into southern France. There they experienced a slight hiccup - the Franks repulsed them. No matter, Hispania now belonged to the Caliph at Damascus - or at least most of it - the extreme northwest including Galicia was not part of this new country called Al-Andalus. The Moors were to occupy the Iberian Peninsula for 781 years. Yet the Reconquista, the Christian Reconquest, started as early as AD722 - but more of that later!




  The Moorish era in Spain could be described as the best of times...and the worst of times. Al-Andalus was the cultural capital of Europe where art, literature and the sciences flourished. Elsewhere people were living in the Dark Ages where men were interested only in warfare. The Moors have left an extraordinary legacy. There are the magnificent buildings like the Alhambra in Granada and the Mezquita in Córdoba, great citadels such as the Alcazaba in Almería and many public baths and mosques. They introduced irrigation systems that are still in use today - like the system of acequias in the Alpujarras. The houses, too, in this part of Andalucía are examples of the region's Moorish past.




  It was not all sweetness and light, however. Whilst initially the Moors allowed religious tolerance, conversion to Islam was later forcefully encouraged, though many Christians chose to embrace the Muslim religion. There were also many squabbles between different Arab factions resulting in alliances, sometimes between Moors and Christians. For a while Arabs, Berbers, Christians, Jews and Mozarabs (Christians who stayed true to their beliefs but Muslim in culture and language) lived relatively peacefully but very gradually the Christians reconquered parts of Moorish Spain.




  The Reconquista took many hundreds of years though! During that time, the borders between Moor and Christian territory ebbed and flowed with both Christian and Moorish kingdoms changing hands. In some cases, Christians were more concerned with fighting amongst themselves. Great dynasties were formed on both sides - the dynasty of Abd-er-Rahman lasted for nearly 300 years.




  Abd-er-Rahman I had assumed leadership of the Spanish Muslims in AD756 and made Córdoba his capital. He was responsible for the building of the Great Mosque. He and his successors made Córdoba the largest and the most cultured city in Europe. The city was filled with palaces, mosques and public baths. Science and the arts thrived there. However, at the beginning of the 11th century, the political structure of the Caliphate of Córdoba collapsed and split into more than a dozen successor tiny states, known as taifas. The most powerful of these mini kingdoms were Sevilla and Granada followed by Córdoba, Almería, Zaragoza, Badajoz and Toledo. However, these kingdoms often fought against each other, sometimes even allying with Christians. This instability made Al-Andalus vulnerable to attacks from the Christian north.




  Many kings of both sides became famous - or infamous - during the Moorish occupation of Iberia. Some, like the aforementioned Abd-er-Rahman I, were benign rulers. Others were noted for extreme cruelty - Motadid, King of Sevilla, used human skulls as flowerpots. Hakam I crucified rebels and beheaded some of his leaders whenever he suspected them of being disloyal. Muhammed ibn-abi-Amir had his son whipped to death during dinner. He also created a giant pyramid of cut off heads. Some were just well known for having stupid names like the Christian kings Sancho the Fat, Wilfrid the Hairy, Ordoña the Bad and Pedro the Cruel. However, other Christian rulers were renowned for their successes during the Reconquista including Alfonso I of Asturias, Sancho III of Navarra, Ferdinand I of Leon, Alfonso I of Aragón, Ferdinand III of Castilla and, of course Ferdinand V and Isabel. Ferdinand III of Castilla, in particular, was responsible for one of the major successes of the reconquest when, in 1236, he took the city of Córdoba.




  It is a misconception that the Moors ruled Spain for nearly 800 years. For the first 375 years, the Muslims only inhabited twothirds of the Iberian Peninsula. This did include Portugal but not the far north. Galicia, Asturias and the Basque territory were never under Muslim rule! By the late 11th Century, the Moors only controlled half the peninsula. Following the fall of Córdoba, most of the peninsula was subjected to Christian rule - only the Kingdom of Granada remained a Moorish enclave - a territory equivalent to the present-day provinces of Granada, Málaga and Almería. It would be another 256 years before the Kingdom of Granada would finally be in the hands of the Christian forces.




  It is quite possible that the Kingdom of Granada would have been in Christian hands much earlier. However, following the Christian conquest of Córdoba, King Mohammed-ibn-Alhamar of Granada proposed an alliance. His army joined forces with the Christian army of Ferdinand III in the conquest of Sevilla in 1248. Mohammed also succeeded in uniting the territories of Granada, Málaga and Almería to form the Nasrid Kingdom that was to last for two and a half centuries. It was to be the city of Granada's greatest period embodied by the magnificent Alhambra Palace. The reigns of the Nasrid Kings were not without incident. There were internal squabbles between princes vying for the throne of Granada and there were the occasional battles between Christian and Moorish forces - Ferdinand I of Aragón captured Antequera whilst the castle of Zahara near Ronda fell to the Moors.




  In 1469, a significant event took place - Isabel of Castilla married Ferdinand of Aragón. It was the beginning of the unification of the Christian kingdoms. One of the first things the royal couple did was to set up the Spanish Inquisition. Its purpose, initially, was to find and weed out those Jews and Muslims who had converted to Christianity but who secretly maintained their original rites and customs. The Catholic Monarchs had determined to impose both political and religious unity. However, it later became a tool used for the persecution of Jews, Muslims and Protestants and thousands of suspected heretics were horribly tortured and burned at the stake. To further unify the country, Ferdinand and Isabel began their major offensive against the Nasrid Kingdom of Granada. It took 11 years. First Ronda was captured, in 1485, and then Málaga, Baza, Almería and Guadix until only the city of Granada remained as a Moorish stronghold. The Christian forces used siege tactics - they even built a new town to achieve this Santa Fe was erected on the Vega, a vast plain outside of the city. Eventually, Boabdil surrendered the city of Granada - agreeing favourable terms - 30,000 gold coins and residence in the Alpujarras. Sod the rest of the population! On January 6 1492, Ferdinand and Isabel entered the last stronghold of the Moors and, in the Palace of the Alhambra, Boabdil surrendered the keys of the city.




  Fourteen Ninety Two was a good year for the Catholic Monarchs. Not only did they conquer Granada but they also laid the foundations of Spain's Golden Age by sponsoring Christopher Columbus on his discoveries of the New World. There was also the expulsion of the Jews who had not converted to Christianity. The Moors, however, were promised that their religion, laws and customs would be respected. This promise was not kept and the Moors too were sent packing - or those who failed to convert were. Many opted to be baptized - these Muslims were known as Moriscos. Eventually, following rebellions in the Alpujarras region that were violently suppressed, all Moors were dispersed throughout Castilla before being eventually expelled.




  During the reign of Ferdinand and Isabel, Spain basked in the glory of its discovery of the Americas. It was also the start of foreign expansionism - Naples became a Spanish possession in 1503 and, after Isabel's death, Ferdinand conquered Oran in North Africa in 1509. Their daughter, the Infanta Juana, was insane - some less than generous historians have named her Juana the Mad - and so Ferdinand became regent of Castilla. When he conquered Navarra in 1512 he therefore became monarch of all Spain.




  Ferdinand died in 1516 and his grandson the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V succeeded him - although at the time he was just Carlos I, a member of the Habsburg dynasty. He was ruler of the Netherlands and heir to the Habsburg dominions in Austria and southern Germany. He was an unpopular king, especially with the Spanish nobility. It might have been the fact that he couldn't string more than two words of Spanish together or more probably because he appointed Flemish and Burgundian supporters into key positions in his court. He was also quite young. In 1519, at the age of 19, Carlos became Emperor Charles V and controlled an immense empire encompassing Castilla and Aragón, the Spanish colonies in America, Belgium, Holland, Luxembourg, Austria, Bohemia and parts of France, Italy and Germany.




  The Habsburgs reigned in Spain for nearly two centuries. They suffered mixed fortunes. Initially Spain embarked on a period of expansionism - under Carlos, Burgundy and Holland were consolidated as Spanish provinces and Milan and Naples were annexed. His rule was dominated by a series of costly European wars, which included almost continuous war with France. He was crowned Emperor and King of Italy and defeated the Turks. Meanwhile, the conquest of Mexico and Peru extended Spanish domination in the New World. Carlos abdicated in 1556 in favour of his son, Felipe II.




  Unlike his father, the new King gave jobs to Castilians. He made Madrid his base, effectively turning a relatively unimportant town into the capital of the greatest empire of the age. During Felipe's reign, literature and art flourished and Portugal was added to Spain's considerable territories. However, the final years of Felipe's reign were rather disastrous - the Spanish Armada was destroyed and the constant wars had left Spain's coffers severely depleted. Spain was still the dominant nation in Europe but their fortunes severely declined during the remainder of the Habsburg era but then the 17th century rulers were a pretty inept bunch.




  Felipe III came to the throne in 1598. He did not contribute a lot, as he was too busy partying and hunting. However, he did manage to expel several thousand Moriscos. The phrase 'Like father, like son' may have derived from Felipe III and his son Felipe IV who had no interest in politics and who left the administration to Count-Duke of Olivares. Felipe IV was a libertine who spent his time wooing countless mistresses. During his reign, Spain declined as a dominant power but the one thing in his favour was that he was a patron of the arts. Carlos II was the last of the Habsburgs and the most inept. He was the tragic victim of royal interbreeding - so much so, that he was both physically handicapped and intellectually incompetent. He produced no heir and bequeathed his crown to Philippe, the Duke of Anjou who was the grandson of Louis XIV of France. The Bourbons therefore, replaced the Habsburg dynasty.




  Spanish historians view the 18th century as the 'French century'. Certainly, the first of the Bourbon kings to rule Spain, Felipe V, was French and Spain was to become increasingly under the power of France during the Bourbon period. Archduke Charles of Austria, one of the Habsburgs, contested Felipe's right to the throne. This sparked the War of the Spanish Succession. This particular conflict was more to do with the balance of power in Europe than any religious ideals. Initially, England allied with Austria and the Netherlands because they wanted to prevent the union of France and Spain under one king. England changed sides, however, following the Archduke Charles of Austria becoming heir to the Austrian throne - it was considered preferable to have a Bourbon king on the throne of Spain than an Austrian emperor. The War ended with the Treaty of Utrecht (1713) that stripped Spain of its European possessions of Belgium, Luxembourg, Sardinia, Sicily, Milan and Naples whilst Gibraltar and Menorca became British possessions. The conflict also ended with Felipe V back on the throne of a unified Spain - apart from Navarra and the Basque provinces. The end of the war also marked a turning point in world affairs. The Spanish Empire began to decline whilst England and France became the leading nations.




  Increasingly, Spain fell under the influence of France during the Bourbon period but during the reign of Carlos III, things did improve. He was by far the most successful Spanish king of the 18th century. He disbanded the Spanish Inquisition, revitalised the economy and transformed Madrid. It was in his reign that the Royal Palace, the Prado and the capital's grand avenues were built. If Carlos III was one of the more effective of the Bourbon kings, his son, Carlos IV, was quite ineffectual. His main claim to fame - or should I say infamy - was to form an alliance with Napoleon Bonaparte. This resulted in the complete destruction of the Spanish fleet at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805. It also led to French soldiers on Spanish soil. They had arrived because of a subterfuge - they had been promised safe passage through Spain in order to occupy Portugal. Instead, the French occupied Spain including Madrid. They were finally driven out in the Spanish War of Independence or, as the English call it, the Peninsular War. The Spanish had some assistance - a certain General Arthur Wellesley, the future Duke of Wellington, and his British troops helped the Spanish guerrillas liberate Spain.




  The country may have rid itself of the French but it was a downward spiral for Spain after that. It ceased to be a major player in European affairs - it was not even invited to the Congress of Vienna in 1815. The economy was devastated and most of its American empire lost - by 1824, seventeen countries had gained their independence and only Cuba and Puerto Rico remained of its previous sprawling American colonies.




  The Bourbons still ruled but it was an era of turbulence and instability punctuated by civil disturbance and civil wars - yes, a full century before the Spanish Civil War of the 1930´s, domestic conflicts took place on Spanish soil. The Carlist Wars were fought between supporters of Don Carlos and government forces loyal to Isabella II. The nineteenth century was the century of revolutions throughout Europe and, for a short while, Spain became a republic, albeit for only 11 months. It was ended when General Pavia and his men took over the Cortes building in Madrid and declared his support for Alfonso XII. A Bourbon king was once again on the throne.




  Spain fared no better during this next phase of Bourbon rule. The reign of Alfonso XII was short - he was 17 when he succeeded and only 28 when he died. His rule was a period of relative calm. In spite of his short life, he married twice and had a son by María Cristina, his second wife. On his death, she became Regent of Spain until his son, also named Alfonso, was old enough to reign. During María Cristina's reign, Spain lost its very last war against a foreign power - the USA. It lost - easily. The United States quickly conquered Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Philippines and Guam. The Spanish-American War lasted just three months. In one particular naval encounter, the entire Spanish fleet was destroyed. It was the end of the once mighty Spanish Empire. Instead, Spain concentrated on its domestic needs. There was much-needed economic development during the next two decades as well as a cultural renaissance. Antonio Gaudí, Pablo Picasso, Enrique Granados, Isaac Albéniz and Manuel de Falla are just some of the famous Spanish figures involved in the revival at the end of the nineteenth century.




  Alfonso XIII's reign was during a turbulent period of social unrest and political instability. He was to abdicate in 1931. One significant event during his sovereignty was the First World War. However, Spain remained neutral - they had enough problems of their own. Alfonso's rule had been undermined by the dictatorship of Miguel Primo de Rivera who had led a successful coup in 1923. Anti-Royalist forces won a landslide victory in the 1931 elections and the King went into exile in Italy. Spain was once again a republic but, like its predecessor, the Second Republic was short lived.




  An electoral victory by the Popular Front in 1936 led to even more conflict that precipitated a military revolt led by Francisco Franco. It was the beginning of the Spanish Civil War. In simple terms, it was a war fought between Franco's Nationalists and the Republican Government of Manuel Azaña. In reality, it was three years of terrible bloodshed and atrocities where brother fought brother and father fought son. The Nationalists comprised the Army, Monarchists, the Clergy and the fascist Falange organisation. The Republicans consisted of a motley array of Liberals, Communists, Socialists and Anarchists and included idealistic volunteers from Europe and America - the International Brigades. However, it was more often the case that allegiance depended on where the combatants lived. By the end of 1936, the Nationalists held most of west and southern Spain whereas the Republicans controlled Madrid and the north and east regions. Franco also had the assistance of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. In one of the more infamous episodes of this bloody encounter, German planes bombed the Basque town of Guernica. Eventually, the Nationalists triumphed - if triumph is the right word to use. Spain was shattered


  - towns had been gutted and allegedly, 500,000 lives had been lost. Many more crippled - physically and financially.




  For the next 36 years, Spain was to become a dictatorship. Generalissimo Francisco Franco had become the absolute leader of the country. In his government, the National Movement was the only political party - yet it worked. It was a period of calm. It was a time for rebuilding and, ever so slowly, the country was rebuilt. Trains ran on time and the streets were safe again although it was also a period of austerity, especially the first decade, which was dubbed the "Years of Hunger". During the sixties, Spain's economy improved dramatically, helped considerably by the new tourist industry - the 4 million foreign visitors of 1960 had swelled to 14 million by 1965! During Franco's final years, he took a more liberalised approach to government culminating in his nomination of Juan Carlos as the future ruler of Spain.




  On Franco's death, in 1975, Juan Carlos de Borbón was crowned King of the constitutional monarchy. He was the grandson of Alfonso XIII. A Bourbon was once again on the throne of Spain.




  The new King has proved to be an able and popular monarch but then he does have a good pedigree - he is a direct descendent of many famous rulers including the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, King Louis XIV of France and Queen Victoria. His wife, Sofía, has a pretty good ancestry too! She is a great-great granddaughter of Queen Victoria and is related to all of the royal families of Europe including the current British Royal Family. She is the sister of King Constantine of Greece. Juan Carlos and Sofía married in 1962.




  Juan Carlos had been born in Rome in 1938 but he was educated in Spain from the age of ten - an education that has included attendance at a number of military academies as well as the University of Madrid. Despite the fact that Franco proposed his sovereignty, the King has been his own man - during the first few years of his rule, the Francoist movement was abolished and trade unions and the Communist Party legalised. He also thwarted an attempted coup in 1981. In 1978, the new constitution was drafted giving varying degrees of autonomy to the 17 autonomous communities. The Basque region, however, continue to be problematic despite being given more local powers than most other regions. ETA continues their campaign for self rule and have perpetrated many terrorist attacks throughout Spain. Spain has also been the target by Muslim extremists - on 11 March 2004, one of the worst atrocities since the Civil War occurred in Madrid when terrorists placed a series of bombs on a number of trains at the Atocha Railway Station during the rush hour. It was the price Spain paid for their declared support in the stand against international terrorism and the consequent invasion of Iraq by American and British forces. Spain is no longer isolated from World and European affairs. It is a member of the United Nations, NATO and the EU and is an economically strong and culturally vibrant member of the World!




  





  





  





  





  





  





  Chapter 3




  SPANISH REGIONS & PROVINCES





  





  The Iberian Peninsula is located in the extreme southwest of Europe. The Greeks had called the inhabitants of this large landmass Iberians and so the land of these peoples became known as Iberia or the Iberian Peninsula. This peninsula is bordered by the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea and it is separated from France and the rest of Europe by the Pyrenees. As we discovered in the previous chapter, many peoples have inhabited the peninsula Iberians, Basques, Celts, Phoenicians, Greeks, Carthaginians, Romans, Vandals and Visigoths.




  Then came the Moors who, at the height of their power, occupied most of the peninsula, the Visigoth nobles being exiled in the northern territory of Asturias. For over seven hundred years, Moors and Christians fought until the last major Muslim stronghold of Granada surrendered to the Catholic Kings of Ferdinand and Isabella in 1492. Eventually, the peninsular evolved into mainland Spain, mainland Portugal, the independent Principality Of Andorra, and the British colony of Gibraltar.




  Following the death of Franco and the accession of King Juan Carlos, a new Spanish Constitution was drafted in 1978. In order to appease the separatists, a highly decentralised state was established. The new Constitution recognised the right to selfgovernment. Initially the intention was that only 'historic' nationalities would be granted this right i.e. Catalonia, the Basque country and Galicia. However, the possibility existed that other regions could become autonomous communities. Andalucía, in particular, was already on the road to political autonomy when the Civil War started in 1936. Following demonstrations and then a successful referendum, Andalucía earned the right to a higher degree of autonomous government.




  The 1978 Constitution paved the way for all of the regions of Spain to become autonomous by intimating that bordering provinces with common historic, cultural and economic characteristics could group together in autonomous communities.




  Some communities have more autonomy than others Catalonia and the Basque Region have their own police force for example. However, some want full independence especially the Basques - ETA continue to leave bombs in other areas of Spain though I don't suppose the average Basque is as extreme as that! The Andalucian people are definitely not that extreme - they are too busy enjoying themselves eating, drinking and having fiestas! However, they recently voted to become a nation.




  There are seventeen autonomous communities: Andalucía, Aragón, the Principality of Asturias, the Balearic Islands, the Basque Country, the Canary Islands, Cantabria, Castilla-La Mancha, Castilla y León, Catalonia, Extremadura, Galicia, La Rioja, Madrid, the Region of Murcia, Navarra and the Comunidad Valenciana. Neighbouring provinces with common historic, cultural and economic characteristics formed some of the new communities. In other cases an autonomous community was formed from a single province. For example, the Region of Murcia consists of just one province - the province of Murcia whereas neighbouring Valenciana comprises the provinces of Valencia, Castellón and Alicante. There are fifty provinces in all.




  SPANISH REGIONS & PROVINCES




  With all these regions, provinces and hundreds of cities, it poses the question of where to start the journey. Since I live in the coastal town of Roquetas de Mar, we will start there.
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  Chapter 4




  ROQUETAS AND THE COSTA ALMERÍA




  





  There is an area of Spain that, until relatively recently, has been largely undiscovered by Northern European holidaymakers despite the fact that it is has more sunshine hours than anywhere else on the Iberian Peninsula. Welcome to the province of Almería, the most easterly of the eight provinces of Andalucía.




  With its unspoiled coastline, the Costa de Almería is fast becoming a popular destination for both holidaymakers and those seeking a new life in the sun. The two principal resorts are Mojácar and Roquetas de Mar but there are miles upon miles of virgin beaches, particularly in the natural park of the Cabo de Gata-Níjar. Some of the coves there are only reachable on foot. Northeast of this spectacular park is Mojácar - a Moorish fortress town standing on a towering crag overlooking the sparkling waters of the Mediterranean.




  Northern Europeans discovered this attractive pueblo blanco much earlier than the other resorts along this coastline - it was populated by new age folk in the 60s who helped regenerate a town that was falling into disrepair. I quite like Mojácar Pueblo with its labyrinth of steep cobbled winding streets, old houses and tiny bars. However, it is rather touristy and has several souvenir shops. Just down the road is Mojácar Playa. I do not like it but lots of Brits do. There are too many English bars and shops along the long coastal strip for my liking. I much prefer Roquetas de Mar but then I am biased - I live there!




  Roquetas de Mar is rapidly developing into one of the most attractive seaside resorts in southern Spain. It is popular with Spanish holidaymakers but increasing numbers of Northern Europeans are choosing to visit. Some, like yours truly, have decided to live here.




  Roquetas does not have the brash, mass tourism of other Spanish resorts. Life here moves at a much gentler pace but is far from boring. All along the Spanish coastline and in the inland villages there are frequent celebrations to honour various patron saints. Roquetas is no exception. It has a number of festivals during the year. The most important celebration being in honour of the Virgen del Carmen and Santa Ana that takes place every July with a maritime celebration. During the summer months, Roquetas Town Council puts on numerous open-air concerts. These performances cater for all tastes including as they do flamenco, pop, jazz and classical music as well as shows for children. Entrance is free. There are occasional free concerts at the theatre that opened around four years ago. However, we do have to pay to see artists like Montserrat Caballe and Jose Carreras who have appeared there.




  The town of Roquetas de Mar used to be a fishing village and the area around the old port is particularly attractive with a sensitive mix of new apartment blocks and old fishermen's houses. Adjacent to the port area is the Castillo Santa Ana, which was built on the site of the old castle. It is currently used as an exhibition centre but rumour has it that it will be the home of the Roquetas Museum of the Sea in the future. Next to the castle is the old lighthouse.




  The resort has several miles of sandy beaches, all with blue flag status. They stretch from Aguadulce in the east to the Natural Park of Punta Entinas-Sabinar in the west. In between are the districts of Las Salinas, Roquetas old town and the Urbanización.




  The up-and-coming Las Salinas area of Roquetas is set on the vast plains of salt flats at the foot of the Sierra de Gádor. The main tourist area is called the Urbanización de Roquetas de Mar. Its attractive promenade is fringed with palm trees. There are a number of British and German hostelries but they intermingle with Spanish ones. Aguadulce is part of the municipality of Roquetas de Mar but it is a separate but equally appealing resort with a fine marina. I like driving along the coastal road from Aguadulce to Almería. It is a spectacular drive with the mountainside on one side and sheer drops to the sea on the other. The road hugs the cliff tops and passes through tunnels that have been excavated in the rock face.




  [image: ]




  Many different peoples have contributed to the architecture and culture of Almería. Phoenicians, Carthaginians, Greeks and Romans have all left their mark, but it was the Moors that really put Almería on the map! In Roman times, it was called Portus Magnus but later it was called al-Mariyah, meaning 'Mirror of the Sea'.




  Approaching the city from the west provides a dramatic view of the town with the magnificent Alcazaba on the mountainside on the left and the port on the right.




  There are many things to see but the undoubted jewel in the crown is the Alcazaba. This enormous fortress dominates the city standing as it does on a hill overlooking the town and the sea. It was built in the tenth century but over the centuries, it had further enhancements added such as a Moorish palace and, in the time of the Catholic Kings, a Christian palace.




  The Cathedral is the other principal monument in the city. It was built in the sixteenth century and was designed as a place of prayer and of refuge. This was because the shores of Almería were continually under attack from Turks and Berbers and so the Cathedral was used as a place of safety as well as worship.




  There are many historic buildings in the city - the excellent map provided by the Tourist Office identifies thirty-three key places of interest but there are many more places of historic importance or of architectural merit. Almería is a mix of old and new and, I think, the buildings are a delight to look at with their Renaissance and Mudéjar façades. They are often exquisitely decorated in pastel colours, usually two-toned and have ornate window grilles. If you like looking at tasteful architecture you will like Almería.




  If you don't like architecture or museums, there are also beaches in Almería but you would probably be better off staying in Roquetas or Mojácar Playa!




  The province of Almería is diverse. Whilst it is extremely arid in places, there are areas of stunning beauty:




  There is the Almerian half of the Alpujarras - delightful pueblos blancos that seem to perch precariously on the south facing slopes of the Sierra Nevada - Alboloduy, Fiñana, Ohanes, Padules, Laujar de Andarax, Paterna del Rio and more!




  There is the Tabernas desert - the only true desert in Europe. It is located between the great rocky masses of the Sierra de los Filabres and the Sierra Alhamilla. The scenery here is startling - the arid yellow ochre landscape contrasts with the vivid blue Almerian sky. It is also 'Wild West' country - dozens of spaghetti westerns such as 'A Fistful of Dollars' were made here and visits can be made to 'Mini Hollywood'. If you have children you should take them there - they will enjoy it. I did!




  There are many other spectacular places in the province of Almería including the pottery town of Sorbas in the Karst en Yesos de Sorbas Natural Park. It is an area for potholing and exploring caves. Some of the houses of Sorbas appear to hang over the edge of a cliff.




  Níjar is another town renowned for its pottery - and carpets. It nestles at the foot of the Sierra Alhamilla one of many mountain ranges in the province.




  At the top of one of them - the Sierra de los Filabres - is the Calar Alto Observatory - installed there because this area possesses the cleanest atmosphere in Europe.




  Another spectacular area is the Sierra María-Los Vélez Natural Park and the historic pueblos blancos of Vélez Rubio and Vélez Blanco. To the north of these towns are UNESCO World Heritage listed pre-historic caves. In one of them - Cueva de Los Letreros - are cave paintings that were discovered in 1868 but which are about 6,000 years old. The symbol of the Indalo man was discovered here and it is now the symbol of Almería. Visit any souvenir shop or jewellers in the province and you will see items with the Indalo symbol on sale. Buy one for a friend or relative - they are meant to give good luck to the recipient.




  There is one blot on the landscape - a large one at that - the ubiquitous sea of plastic that covers the coastal plain west of Roquetas and all the way past Adra and into the Costa Tropical area south of Granada. There's hardly a scrap of earth left uncovered in the drive to grow more tomatoes, courgettes, peppers, aubergines and, more recently, flowers. Crop growing, particularly tomatoes, is a thriving business in this area. Crops are harvested throughout the year including winter when the yield from the rest of Europe is low. This area of Spain was very poor until the realisation that growing under plastic was a profitable business so one can hardly blame the local population for spoiling the look of the countryside. However, in recent years, tourism is taking over and the Costa Almería is becoming very popular with holidaymakers so hopefully 'plasticland' will not spread to the rest of this province!




  Despite the close proximity of the greenhouses, there are some delightful natural areas just a short drive from Roquetas.




  The aforementioned Cabo de Gata Natural Park is less than one hour's drive from Roquetas. The cape itself is visible across the bay and beyond that, there are miles upon miles of unspoilt beaches with secluded coves, sand dunes and much more within a protected coastal reserve. It is quite splendid. It is one of my favourite areas in the province of Almería.




  It is a nature lover's delight. There are thousands of different species there including the pink flamingo and the rare Italian wall lizard. There are eagles, kestrels, puffins, cormorants, oystercatchers and storks. The extraordinary wealth of wildlife is unbelievable. Some species are unique to the park. This includes the dragoncillo del Cabo, which flowers all the year round. Europe's only native palm tree - the dwarf fan - is to be found here. In the sea, there are bream, grouper, prawn and squid. There are hundreds of species of seaweed, which are home to the many varieties of crustacean, mollusc and fish.




  Perhaps the reason for the great variation in wildlife is due to the diverse habitats in this natural park. The 71,500 acres of the Parque Natural de Cabo de Gata-Níjar is volcanic in origin and comprises coastal dunes, steep cliffs, spectacular beaches, salt marshes, saltpans, arid steppe, dry riverbeds and a substantial marine zone. It is probably this ecological diversity that has led to the park being designated a UNESCO biosphere reserve.




  It is also only an hour's drive to the Alpujarras - that delightful area of picturesque white villages that cling to the southern slopes of the Sierra Nevada. It is but half an hour's journey if one accepts that the mountain village of Enix is, in fact, part of that delightful region made famous by writers Gerald Brenan and Chris Stewart. Certainly, on arriving at the village in the Sierra de Gádor there is a sign welcoming visitors to the Alpujarra Almeriense.




  As far as I am concerned it is just one of the delightful mountain villages to visit whenever I wish to go for a short drive from the coastal resort of Roquetas de Mar which, incidentally has over 300 sunny days per year. No wonder the welcoming signs in Roquetas say "Roquetas de Mar también en invierno" - also in winter!




  





  





  





  





  





  

    Chapter 5


  




  THE ALPUJARRAS





  





  Whenever I feel like a bit of relief from the relentless sunshine of the coastal region of southern Spain, I head for the mountains and, in particular, the Sierra Nevada. I still find it amazing that when the temperature on the coast is 20º centigrade or more, I can gaze at the distant mountains and see snow on the higher peaks. Granted that this is mostly in January and February but in less than two hours drive from the coast, I can be in the cooler atmosphere of the Sierra Nevada.




  It is the highest mountain chain in the Iberian Peninsula - higher than the Pyrenees and in all of Spain, only Mount Teide in the Canaries is higher. At an impressive 3,482 metres above sea level, Mulhacén is the highest mountain in the range. There are fourteen other peaks over 3,000 metres!




  The Sierra Nevada is both a National Park and a Biosphere Reserve, thanks to its rich ecological diversity and cultural heritage. The mountains teem with wildlife. Ibex share their habitat with wild boar and wildcats whilst in the air, owls, sparrow hawks and eagles soar. Further down, in the Alpujarras, squirrels, badgers, foxes, lizards and turtles are to be found and all manner of birds including robins, chaffinches, woodpeckers, wood pigeons and the hoopoe. In the rivers are trout and salmon. There is a pretty good range of flora too - a recent census revealed that 2100 different types of plant exist in the Sierra Nevada National Park! Chestnut trees, in particular, are abundant here and the local Alpujarran architecture incorporates chestnut beams.




  The diversity of flora and fauna is not the only thing that has contributed to the Sierra Nevada's distinctiveness. The ancient Roman and Arab monuments, the local architecture and the traditional religious festivals have all played their part in making this area of Spain different. The people who live and work in this region have also been an important factor - whether they are engaged in fruit and vegetable cultivation, animal husbandry, forestry or ecotourism, they have helped the Sierra Nevada achieve UNESCO Biosphere status.




  The Sierra Nevada is dotted with pueblos blancos - these villages of whitewashed houses appear to tumble down the southern slopes of the mountains. This is the area known as the Alpujarras and it is popular with tourists who are drawn to the area because of the picturesque villages and the stunning mountain scenery.




  It is a nature lover's delight. Torrents cascading down from the frozen summits of the high Sierra have cut deep ravines into the rock leaving the lower slopes a brilliant green. Olive and almond trees abound and, as one travels higher into the Alpujarras, oak, chestnut and pine forests flourish. Every season in the Alpujarras is special - even winter with its orange trees heavy with fruit.




  Chris Stewart, in his best-selling book 'Driving over Lemons' tells a riveting tale of life on a remote farm in the Alpujarras. When we moved to Spain my wife and I, for a number of practical reasons


  - like not wanting the hard work that comes with working a farm, decided to live on the coast. However, intrigued by Chris Stewart's book, we started to regularly go on trips into the Alpujarras, which are only an hour's drive away from our home in Roquetas de Mar. The region has become one of our favourite places and we regularly visit the pueblos blancos of the Alpujarras - places like Ugíjar in the province of Granada.




  Ugíjar is one of the easterly towns of the Granada Alpujarras


  - the westerly towns being Lanjarón and Órgiva. However, that is only half the story - a large part of the Alpujarras is located in Almería province! La Alpujarra Almeriense may not be as well known as the Granada Alpujarra but it is, nevertheless, an exceptional place.




  The whole region is special and one of great natural beauty. The valleys of the western Alpujarras are among the most fertile in Spain, though the steep nature of the terrain means that they can only be cultivated in small fields, so that many modern agricultural techniques are impractical. However, that adds to the charm of the area - at least for us idle buggers who don't have to work the fields. On a recent walk along the GR7 footpath, near the delightful little town of Válor, I saw a farmer ploughing the side of a hill using a horse and plough!




  Whole mountainsides are given over to growing things many hillsides are terraced - a legacy of the Moors who also built irrigation channels - acequias - to bring water from the high Sierra to irrigate the crops. The region contains an abundance of fruit trees, especially grape vines, oranges, lemons, persimmons, figs and almonds. The eastern Alpujarra, in the province of Almería, is more arid, but still highly attractive and still rich in fruit bearing trees especially grape, olive and citrus varieties.




  Many peoples tried to conquer this mountainous area but it was finally the Moors who succeeded in settling in the Alpujarras. They were the only owners of this region for hundreds of years and even after the fall of Granada in 1492 they were allowed to remain there. Only after the Morisco Revolt of 1568 were these enterprising people forced to leave.




  The influence of the Moorish population can be seen in the agriculture, the local cuisine, the local carpet weaving and the numerous Arabic place names.




  The houses of the Alpujarras are quite charming with little chimneys sticking out as a reminder that the winter evenings can be a tad chilly. The houses are built of stone, adobe and clay and their façades whitewashed. The distinct cubic construction of these buildings is reminiscent of Berber architecture in Morocco's Atlas Mountains. The steepness of the land means that the houses in the villages seem to be piled on top of one another. Their characteristic flat roofs, distinctive roofed chimneys, and balconies - tinaos extending across the steep narrow streets give them a unique and picturesque appearance - from a distance the villages appear to cling precariously to the mountainside.




  There are many villages in the region, the largest being Lanjarón, Órgiva, Ugíjar, Laujar de Andarax and Berja. All are situated at a considerable elevation but Trevélez, at 1476 metres above sea level, is the highest town in Spain.




  Most of the villages are delightful places to live in or visit but the three pueblos blancos in the gorge of the Río Poqueira Pampaneira, Bubión and Capileira - have become recognised tourist destinations and are very popular with walkers.




  There are many other traditional villages of similar appearance including Mecina Bombarón and Laroles in Granada province together with the Almerian villages of Ohanes, Padules and Alboloduy. Let's discover some of them!




  Driving from Granada or the Costa Tropical into the Alpujarras, the first town one encounters is Lanjarón. It is famous for its thermal baths and medicinal waters. It is very popular with tourists including a high number of wrinklies - all searching for remedies for rheumatism and arthritis because the spa baths are said to have curative powers! Like other Alpujarran villages, Lanjarón has Moorish origins and there is an old Moorish castle there. Well, it wouldn't be a new Moorish castle would it - the Moors have long gone! The castle is in ruins but it is worth a visit for the excellent panoramic views.




  Órgiva is a small town in Granada province. It is a popular tourist destination. It is a good place to shop - woven rugs, baskets, pottery and cured mountain ham can be purchased in this attractive little market town, which lies in a fertile valley of olive, lemon and orange groves. It was made the capital of the Granada Alpujarras in 1839 and is the gateway to the Alpujarra Alta - the delightful villages of Capileira, Bubión and Pampaneira in the Poqueira Gorge are a short drive away and Trevélez, the highest village in Spain, is not too far.




  Órgiva is not too endowed with noteworthy monuments but it does have an attractive 16th century church - the delightfully named Iglesia Nuestra Señora de la Expectación. Its twin towers dominate the town's skyline. Other important buildings include the palatial house of the former Dukes of Sástago and the 16th century Palace of the Duke of Arco. The town also has a few ruins - sorry I mean archaeological relics including the remains of an Arab tower.




  The aforementioned monuments are a testimony to the town's historic past and a number of important personages have resided there. Boabdil, the last king of Granada, lived there for a while. Following his surrender in 1492, the Catholic Monarchs granted him an estate in Órgiva but a year later, he continued his exile in Morocco. The estate was taken over by Don Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba, a Spanish military leader who had distinguished himself in the war against the Muslim kingdom of Granada. Other important residents included the Duke of Sesa, the Duke and Duchess of Córdoba and Ayala, the Marquis of Balençuela, and the Count and Countess of Sástago.




  These days, the inhabitants are not so distinguished - many of them are Northern Europeans looking for an alternative lifestyle. However, Chris Stewart, the author of a number of books about life in the Alpujarras, is a frequent visitor to the town. His farm at El Valero is not far from Órgiva.
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