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  Another Day in the Alpujarras





  

    


  




  The Airbus 321 hurtled down the runway, braking all the while and finally came to a standstill. The aircraft's public address system burst into life.




  "Thank you for flying with the airline," the captain announced, in his calm reassuring voice. "The temperature outside is a pleasant 28°C. Enjoy your holiday!"




  We disembarked, collected our luggage and walked towards a blue uniformed figure.




  "Roquetas?" I asked the attendant.




  "Yes, sir. Can you tell me your name?"




  "Bovington - Robert and Diane Bovington - plus Miss Cook," I replied.




  In approximately forty minutes, the coach pulled up in front of Palazzo Vivaldi. We were home - or at least Diane and I were. Diane's sister, Pat, was going to stay with us for a couple of weeks.




  We had lived in Roquetas de Mar for over a year and were returning from a holiday in England. We had spent one delightful week in Devon and Cornwall, where we had enjoyed walks along the coastline around Bude and Hartland. We followed this with visits to family and friends in the Brighton area that had included an 18th birthday party for Stuart, one of Diane's great nephews. It had been a memorable day - a hired bus took a large party of friends and family to the Devil's Dyke, a beauty spot on the Sussex Downs. In the evening, Stuart's parents hosted a party at their bungalow in Peacehaven. As is usual for get-togethers held at Peter and Julie's home it was highly enjoyable with plenty of drink, good food and excellent company.




  During our brief sojourn in the UK, I managed to fit in a walk along the South Downs with one of my brothers. Mike and I enjoyed a pleasant day walking along the Seven Sisters - a series of chalk cliffs between Eastbourne and Seaford owned by the National Trust. On this particular day, we took it relatively easy. We opted for a circular route starting from Crowlink, where Edith Nesbit, author of 'The Railway Children' once lived. This area of Sussex is a beautiful place to walk at any time of the year, but this day was particularly delightful. It was early October and the sun shone brightly. We ambled along the cliff top taking in the breathtaking scenery - the sheer white cliffs tumbling down to the calm blue sea. Occasionally we exerted ourselves in order to climb the next hill. We stopped at the pub at Birling Gap for a pint of good English bitter and a sandwich and then proceeded towards East Dean.




  East Dean is a picture book village with a large village green surrounded by flint cottages. It also has an excellent pub. The olde worlde 'Tiger Inn' was once a smugglers' haunt. We had another enjoyable pint there before walking through an autumn gold landscape back to Crowlink.




  I had thoroughly enjoyed my return to the UK but I was glad to be back in Spain. We now lived in a large apartment in Roquetas de Mar, a coastal town near Almería in Andalucía.




  ***




  When, about 3 years ago, we first considered making a new life in Spain it was mountain villages like Frigiliana & Mijas that we felt would suit us - somewhere away from the bustle of the Costas but within easy reach of public transport and shopping when needed. This was just a flight of fancy for a while but rapidly the dream became a reality when we decided to take an inspection flight to view 'a new prestigious development' in the Costa Almería region. To cut a long story short, we decided to live in this area of southern Spain and in Palazzo Vivaldi in particular.




  There are many reasons why we like living in this area of Spain.




  Firstly the location: Palazzo Vivaldi is located in Las Salinas - a quieter less touristy part of Roquetas de Mar. However, the area has excellent facilities. Quite apart from the attractive seafront only a short stroll away, there is also a theatre, shopping complex including cinemas and restaurants and a water park.




  Still within walking distance is the port area with its excellent restaurants and the old town of Roquetas. A bus ride away is the tourist area with its many bars and restaurants including British & German establishments for those who prefer them. We prefer to eat and drink in Spanish hostelries.




  Roquetas does not have the brash, mass tourism of other Spanish resorts. Life here moves at a much gentler pace.




  However, life here is far from boring. All along the Spanish coastline and in the inland villages there are frequent celebrations to honour various patron saints. The Spanish seem to delight in having fiestas and parades. Roquetas is no exception. It has a number of festivals during the year.




  During the summer months, Roquetas Town Council puts on numerous open-air concerts. These concerts cater for all tastes and have free entrance. This summer there were concerts of flamenco, pop, jazz and classical music as well as shows for children. We recently visited a medieval market held near the port area of Roquetas.




  Roquetas is not the only reason for making living here such a pleasurable experience. There are the mountains. There are the pueblos blancos - the little white villages perched precariously on steep slopes - the houses ablaze with colour from the many pots of flowers attached to their facades. There are many Parque Naturales - the Cabo de Gata natural park is only a short drive away from Roquetas and the Alpujarras are not too far.




  "It's like going to heaven," Diane had commented, on our first drive into the Alpujarras. We had left Roquetas on one of the few grey days. It was in February and there was a lot of low cloud. We had only travelled a few miles up into the mountains, but it was a different world. Above the clouds, there was a bright blue sky and beautiful white and pink blossom of the almond trees. She was right - it was heaven.




  We've had lots of days like that since!




  ***




  During the two weeks that Pat stayed, I divided my time between chauffeuring the two sisters to various shopping locations in the local area and committee work - I was Chairman of the Residents' Leisure Club and Vice President of the Community.




  We did manage to fit in a couple of excursions to one of my favourite areas in the region - the Alpujarras.




  I love the countryside surrounding the place where I grew up




  - Brighton & Hove. The Sussex Downland is a beautiful place summer or winter. Other favourite places of mine are the Yorkshire Dales, the North Devon coastline, the Dordogne and the Alpine landscapes of Austria, Switzerland, France and Italy. However, the area that we have fallen in love with is the Alpujarras.




  The Alpujarras is the area of pueblos blancos that dot the southern slopes of the Sierra Nevada. It is a nature lover's delight. Torrents cascading down from the snows 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.




  The Sierra Nevada teems 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




  It is not just the flora and fauna that make the Alpujarras such a special place. The white villages, with their peculiar architecture that resembles that of northern Africa, are charming. The houses were built with stone, adobe and clay and their facades whitewashed. A typical feature of the houses is their flat roofs, many of them crammed with flowers. The stone-paved streets are often very narrow, winding and steep which add to the enchantment of the villages. Some of them appear to cling perilously to the sides of the mountainsides when viewed from a distance, but of course, most have survived for many hundreds of years since the Moorish times of Al-Andalus.




  During the last occasion that Pat had stayed with us, she had accompanied us on a trip to Pampaneira, a favourite location of ours though rather touristy. Pampaneira is one of the westerly Alpujarran towns situated in the province of Granada.




  On the first of our excursions during October, I had determined to drive to the Alpujarras via the Benínar reservoir. The most direct route from Roquetas into the heart of the Alpujarras is by driving west along the N-340 and then veering northwest towards Dalías and Berja and thence northwards towards Alcolea. The Benínar reservoir should have been a detour from Berja, which I wished to make.




  With friends, I had spent a pleasant afternoon at the reservoir a year previous when driving back from the Alpujarras. We had attempted to find the road from Berja to the reservoir on a previous occasion but after several circuits around the town, we had given up. This was also to be the case on this particular day! I tried several times but to no avail. Roads to Alcolea, Dalías and Adra were signposted as was a little road to a place called Hirmes, which would have been a dead-end.




  I had noted that the road I wanted, started near the coastal resort of Adra so I decided to drive there. This was perhaps a bit silly of me because Adra is due south of Berja, whereas the Alpujarras are due north.




  I drove to Adra but could not locate the road to the Benínar reservoir so, rather than retrace my journey, I decided to continue west towards La Rábita and thence into the Alpujarras via Albuñol. I had driven that route on other occasions and it is a pleasant drive. Just beyond Albuñol, I took the road to Albondón and drove through the Sierra de la Contraviesa along the A-345.




  The scenery was breathtaking and eventually we reached the main highway through the Alpujarras - the A-348. Driving eastwards along this road, we passed through the town of Ugíjar and when we reached Cherín, we turned northwards onto the A337.




  This road climbed steadily and we stopped to stretch our legs and to admire the extensive views eastward towards the Alpujarra Almeriense, that part of the Alpujarras within the province of Almería.




  Eventually pine forests replaced the olive groves and the steep and twisting road levelled out on to a plateau. We were in the Puerto de la Ragua recreation area, which is located at the highest point of the A-337 road which links, the Alpujarras and the Marquesado del Zenete.




  Snow covers this area from November until April, and skiers can hire equipment at the large restaurant. On this particular day, there was a clear blue sky and the sun shone brightly, though at this height, it felt a tad chilly. We would have needed a jacket or cardigan if we had spent too long in the open air. As it was, we spent just a short time collecting ice-cold clear water from the fuente, took a few photographs and then visited the bar for a drink and a tapa.




  Leaving the bar, we spoke to an English couple. They told me that they holiday in the Alpujarras every year. The previous year they had visited Puerto de la Ragua in late October and snow covered the area! Apart from the skiing, this area is popular with walkers and I vowed to return to do a bit of rambling myself. Most weekends this area is busy with winter sports enthusiasts. Sometimes one can see huskies pulling sledges!




  We continued our journey by descending the northern slopes of the Sierra Nevada, a winding twisting road eventually reaching the plateau of the Marquesado far below. On the way down, we could see the impressive Castillo-Palacio de la Calahorra standing proud on a hill amidst the village of Calahorra. Beyond that could be seen the expansive plains that stretch all the way to Guadix.




  Guadix, itself, is a splendid place to visit. Quite apart from some fine architectural examples especially the 'Cathedral', it is home to a number of troglodytes - cave dwellers who live in charming little dwellings created from the many caves in the area. It was too late in the day to travel to Guadix. Instead we decided to make our way back to Roquetas via Almería, so on reaching the outskirts of Calahorra, we drove along the A-92 towards Almería until we reached Gérgal.




  Gérgal is a pleasant little town that stands on the banks of the river of the same name. We spent an enjoyable hour strolling the streets lined with the whitewashed buildings typical of Andalusia. Bougainvillea cascaded lovingly down the sides of some of the buildings which were a mixture of early traditional and houses built in the 19th century, during the prosperous mining days. We caught sight of a castle that stood prominent at the top of a hill - we walked in that direction and came to a pleasant little square. The Parish Church of Santa Maria, built in 1680, stood on one side of the plaza. Opposite, beyond the balustrades that bordered the paved terracing of the square, was the castle sitting proudly overlooking the town. Built on the ruins of a medieval fortress in the 17th century it is now a private dwelling.




  We completed our journey by returning to the A-92 and, near Almería, picking up the N-340 coastal highway back to Roquetas.




  A few days later, our Spanish friend, Jaime, invited us to accompany him on a trip to the Alpujarras. He suggested that we take a picnic to a little spot just outside Mecina-Bombarón that he had visited in the past with friends. Jaime would supply tortilla - Spanish omelette and he would also prepare fried peppers in garlic and Diane and I would supply salad. We would obtain fresh bread and wine in a shop in the Alpujarras.




  On the day of our excursion to Mecina-Bombarón, we left Roquetas, drove west along the N-340, and then veered northwest towards Dalías and Berja. We then travelled northwards towards Alcolea. Before reaching Alcolea, we took the road to Cherín then onward to Ugíjar where we stopped.




  We entered a bodega and sampled a few wines before purchasing a flagon of red for our picnic. Leaving the bodega, we picked Pat up off the floor. No, it wasn't the drink - she had tripped over a low wall!




  We then continued on our way - firstly Válor, one of our favourite places in the Alpujarras, then on to Yegen, made famous by the fact that the author Gerald Brenan lived there between 1920 and 1934, and thence to our destination - Mecina-Bombarón. After purchasing bread in the town, we drove a few hundred metres to our intended picnic site, which was located in a little valley amidst poplar and chestnut trees beside the Río de Mecina.




  This area of the Alpujarras is particularly delightful located as it is on the wooded slopes of the Sierra Nevada. 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 architecture incorporates chestnut beams. The houses of Mecina-Bombarón are set amidst forests of chestnut.




  We spent an enchanting day picnicking in an idyllic location. There was no traffic noise, just the sounds of nature - the babbling brook that gently trickled in the furrow, a few feet below us, and the rustle of the poplars swaying in the gentle breeze.




  Jaime's tortilla was excellent. Green peppers that he had fried in garlic the night before accompanied it together with salad and fresh crusty bread washed down with local wine - delicious!




  After our meal, we spent some time collecting chestnuts. It was an easy task because the wind had shaken them from the trees. As the afternoon drew on, the gentle breeze turned more blustery and more chestnuts started dropping from the trees. We decided to stop for the day as we had more than enough chestnuts for our needs. In any case, I had a sore head - not from the wine but from a particularly large chestnut that had fallen from above!




  We journeyed back to Roquetas in a happy frame of mind. It had been yet another good day in the Alpujarras.
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  Memories in Mijas





  

    


  




  November was a sad month. Our dear friend and neighbour, George, passed away. He and his wife Elsie had moved to Spain at the same time as Diane and I. They were both very happy living in Spain, though George, who was approaching 90 years of age, was suffering from lack of mobility and his sight was failing. He was perfectly content sitting in front of the television with a pint of beer but he also enjoyed the occasional stroll down to the port area for a tapa or for Sunday lunch. The eventual purchase of an electric scooter eased the burden on Elsie. Before that, Diane and I admired the way Elsie, herself in her eighties, managed to steer George along - he resting his arm on her shoulder.




  When I learned that George had started using an electric scooter, I pictured he and Ben, another of our neighbours who was also approaching 90, having races along the promenade. A sort of old crocks race!




  George and Elsie had been married for over 60 years. Elsie was a young Scottish lass from Aberdeen and also an officer in the RAF when she met George. One of the tales she and George used to relate was how she was 'hauled over the coals' for consorting with the lower ranks. In spite of this, they got married and had a son who in turn found a wife and provided them with grandchildren. Sadly, their son died at an early age - Cancer! Elsie nursed him through his illness and his ashes were scattered over the Malvern Hills - a favourite place where the family loved to walk. Elsie determined that George would join their son there.




  To this day, Elsie remains a true friend of ours.




  In November, we went on a brief holiday to the Costa del Sol, which whilst not exactly our favourite area of Spain, was handily placed for a couple of excursions we wished to do - to Ronda and Gibraltar.




  After an early lunch we drove from Roquetas to Benalmádena and, rather than continue directly to the apartment we planned to rent in Mijas Costa, we decided to take a detour to one of our favourite places, Mijas Pueblo. From previous experience we knew that even at 3 o'clock in the afternoon, parking would be at a premium, so we drove a short distance up the mountainside and reached a spot overlooking the village. It is a delightful place with panoramic views of Mijas and the coastal resort of Fuengirola in the distance.




  A short stroll from where we parked was a restaurant that, at first sight, looked rather charming with a terrace and a large indoor area bedecked with all manner of plants. We fancied a cup of coffee so we made our way to a vacant table by one of the windows where we could enjoy the view. A waitress approached and said that the table we had taken was for five people. Since the restaurant appeared large enough to feed an army and yet there was only one other couple present, I thought the waitress was being a tad fussy. Rather than create a scene we moved to a smaller table and requested two coffees. The waitress advised us that they were only serving meals so we asked for coffees and cake.




  "We don't have cake," she replied although I had spotted a number of cakes on the menu displayed outside. We walked out. Later we were to have an excellent cream tea in 'Café Cariberna', one of the many cafés in the village.




  The experience at 'Sierra de Mijas' rather surprised us as, in most establishments we have visited in Spain, we have received excellent service and nothing is too much trouble for the restaurateurs and café owners.




  As I mentioned before, Diane and I like Mijas. It was here that, one sunny winter's day; we decided we would like to live in Spain. It was just a few days after Christmas and we were sitting in the gardens of 'La Muralla' enjoying the panoramic views of the Mijas valley.




  "I could live here," I said to Diane.




  "Me too," she replied dreamily.




  The rest is history.




  Mijas, a pueblo blanco, is situated in the foothills of the coastal mountain range that overlooks the Costa del Sol. It is a typical pretty mountain town but due to its close proximity to Fuengirola, it gets rather crowded with tourists, even in the winter months. The actual municipal area covers about 140 square kilometres, from the mountains down to the sea and comprises three urban areas, Mijas Pueblo, Las Lagunas and La Cala de Mijas. It is Mijas Pueblo in particular - with its old historic buildings and its whitewashed houses - that holidaymakers, seeking a distinct change from the over developed coastal strip visit.




  Diane likes Mijas because of the shops. Yes, some are a trifle touristy and sell the usual pottery, leather goods and pictures of whitewashed houses. However, a few establishments are more tasteful and sell antiques and fine art. There are also the little bars and restaurants some with stunning panoramic views. I just like walking the steep narrow streets and admiring the little houses with their white facades adorned by colourful pots of flowers.




  On one occasion, I walked up to the little chapel, the 'Calvario Hermitage', on the hill high above Mijas. It was rather a strenuous climb amidst pine trees and I wished, at the time, that I had picked a colder day to do it but once there I enjoyed the views and the well-earned rest. On reaching the hermitage, however, I found the door locked.




  A chapel that takes less of an effort to visit and one that is usually open to the public is the 'Hermitage of the Virgen de la Peña', the patron saint of Mijas. Mercedarian monks built the chapel in 1520 and inside is a carved wooden image of the virgin allegedly dating back to AD850. It is a delightful little building, although I find it a bit incongruous that, just like a number of ancient churches that I have visited in recent years, it has electronic candles rather than the real thing! Outside there is a lookout point overlooking the Mijas valley and the Costa del Sol.




  Other places to visit in Mijas are the 'Casa Museo' and 'Carromato de Max' museums, the 'Plaza de Toros' bullring and museum of bullfighting.




  However, my favourite place is 'La Muralla' - a park with balconies from where one can view the coast below. It is a quiet oasis away from the bustle of tourists, yet is only a few minutes walk from the centre - just up past the Plaza de Toros.




  ***




   




  Gibraltar surprised us.




  Our purpose was primarily shopping - to stock up on provisions that are difficult or expensive to obtain in Spain. We do not particularly miss many things since moving to Spain. The lack of decent English bitter and Marks & Spencer prepared meals especially hot curries - are more than compensated by Spanish cuisine. In England, my wife and I preferred Rioja to comparatively priced French reds or white wines of the New World. We would generally only drink wine and eat 'luxury foods' like salmon or swordfish at weekends. In Spain, we consider these, part of our staple diet!




  First stop was Morrisons. After a hearty 'English breakfast', we stocked up on tea, marmalade, mincemeat, Sharwood curry sauces, Colman's mustard, Branston pickle, Ginger biscuits, Christmas and Birthday cards and more.




  We drove for a while. We must have done a couple of complete circuits of Gibraltar trying to find a place to park somewhere near the cable car starting point. Driving in Gibraltar is a bit of an up and down affair - steep narrow roads that are mostly one way - it was easy to see why so many of the Rock's inhabitants were whizzing around on motorbikes and scooters!




  We decided to give up on the sightseeing bit and continue with our shopping in Gibraltar's town centre so we made our way to the multi-story car park.




  Acquaintances who had previously visited the Rock had warned us that the place was a bit of a dump but one or two had said that the place was much improved.




  We found the town centre quite appealing. We made our way to a central square called Casemates that was clean, tidy, and fringed with Continental-style outdoor cafes and restaurants. It was a lovely warm day and many people were drinking and eating alfresco.




  An old 'barracks type' building stood on one side of the square - tastefully refurbished, it comprised several arcades containing delightful little shops with 'old fashioned' facades. The building also houses a glass factory incorporating a museum and a shop selling exquisite glassware.




  Main Street does have many shops selling tax-free alcohol, tobacco and luxury goods but it also has a variety of other shops bookshops, jewellers, Marks & Spencer and Mothercare. Marks & Spencer is located in two separate small shops, one selling clothes, the other selling gifts and some food though no curries were on offer!




  The town was bustling and a considerable number of shoppers spoke Spanish. On this particular day, it was a bank holiday in Spain. I wondered at the time whether there were more Spaniards in the town than normal because of this. Most of the shop assistants too appeared to be of Spanish rather than British extraction! Apparently most Gibraltarians speak Spanish more fluently than English, prefer tapas to fish and chips and regularly cross the border, yet they are deeply proud of their British heritage.




  At the time of our visit, Gibraltar had only recently celebrated its 300th anniversary as a British outpost. I often tease my Spanish friend, Jaime, about Spain's objection to Gibraltar's Britishness, considering Melilla and Ceuta are Spanish enclaves in mainland Morocco.




  We made a few purchases and decided to have a drink. One of the hostelries on Main Street appeared eminently appropriate. The Angry Friar pub displayed a Bass sign on its façade.




  "Excellent!" I said to myself. "A good pint of real ale!"




  Sadly, the beer was not as good as the Bass ale that I used to drink in the UK. However, Diane's coffee was ok and other people in the bar appeared to be quite content with their food and drink. The inside of the bar was attractively furnished with all manner of objet d'art and very briefly I was back in the place of my birth when I espied a 'Seagulls' football pennant hanging on the wall behind the bar. One of the things I do miss since moving to Spain is live English football. I am a lifelong fan of Brighton & Hove Albion FC.




  After leaving the bar, we spent another hour of windowshopping and people watching in Main Street, which is quite an agreeable shopping precinct. The Main Street Beautification Scheme involved making a large section of the street pedestrian only. A number of other features further enhance this thoroughfare including street lamps in a classical black and gold cast iron finish, benches and disability-friendly kerbs. Hanging baskets with colourful floral displays made an attractive addition. What really impressed me though was that the tree-lined street retained its historical character.




  We did a bit more shopping - we bought a few items in BhS and then left the peninsula and drove back to Mijas Costa.




   




  *** Ronda is another of our favourite places.




  On a previous visit, we had driven there by the most direct route - the A-376 Marbella to Ronda road. On this occasion, we decided to drive inland from Fuengirola.




  Leaving Mijas Costa, we drove along the N-340 in the direction of Málaga and took the exit for Fuengirola and Coín. After leaving the suburbs of Fuengirola, the road climbed steadily amidst a more rural landscape and at Alhaurín el Grande we took the road towards Coín. Continuing through the town, we headed for Tolox on what was evidently a newly built road. On arriving there, we stopped for a brief drink before continuing to Yunquera.




  The scenery between Tolox and Yunquera is breathtaking and the area is rich in vegetation that includes ancient oaks and the pinsapo - a rare Mediterranean pine. The mountains of Tolox have officially been part of the Parque Natural de Sierra de las Nieves since 1989.




  The highest peak in these mountains is the Torrecilla, which is the highest in the province of Malaga at nearly 2000 metres above sea level. The most common animal in the park is the mountain goat but the royal eagle, the mountain cat and the hawk also make their home in these mountains.




  We appeared to be making very swift progress, because of the new road system until, midway between Tolox and Yunquera, we had to wait whilst the road builders finished tearing down part of mountainside! To be fair it was only about five minutes before they allowed us to proceed, which we did gingerly as there were large rocks to the right of us and a sheer drop to the left. For a short while, we drove across rough terrain until when almost at Yunquera we were back on a road with fresh tarmac. Evidently, Spanish road builders start a road from both ends and finish in the middle!




  We were now in the heart of the Serranía de las Nieves, and the surrounding landscape was extremely picturesque. Apart from the Mediterranean pine, there were olive and orange trees. The area also abounds with cork trees.




  Yunquera appeared to be an attractive town but we did not stop. We continued onward towards El Burgo. The road steadily climbed and we passed walkers and cyclists. Eventually the road levelled out and we noticed a car park with a couple of cars parked so we decided to take a look. We were glad we did. We had arrived at the Sierra de las Nieves park visitor's area and we spent an enjoyable hour clambering over rocks to admire the views of the surrounding countryside.




  From our lofty viewpoint, we viewed a kaleidoscope of green, yellow and orange. The star of this show was undoubtedly the Spanish fir, inherited from prehistoric times when the climate was colder. The species have survived thanks to the special ecological conditions of the area. There were also pine, chestnut, holm oaks and cork oaks. In these beautiful forests live wild cats, foxes, wild goats and a wide range of singing birds. Over the mountain peaks, eagles, vultures and falcons soar.




  We left the visitor's area and, on the way back to the car park, I noted that the sign at the entrance indicated that the Sierra de las Nieves is a biosphere reserve.




  In 1970 the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) launched the 'Man & Biosphere' program. They did so in order to establish a coordinated World network of protected areas. The purpose of these 'biosphere reserves' was to help conserve the diversity of plants, animals and microorganisms whilst reconciling this biodiversity with its sustainable use. The principal intention was to promote and demonstrate a balanced relationship between humans and the biosphere.




  As of July 2003, 97 countries had established 440 biosphere reserves. In Europe, Spain leads the way with thirty-three. The UK is fourth having only nine! There are two reserves a short drive from Roquetas - the Sierra Nevada and the Cabo de Gata.




  We continued onwards towards El Burgo and thence Ronda. The scenery on the last leg of the trip was also attractive. Rock strewn hillsides gave way to farmland and eventually we reached the historic town of Ronda.




  We drove into the town centre, across the Puente Nuevo, and down into the old Moorish part of the town. It was time for lunch so I parked the car opposite a restaurant.




  When we got out of the car, I noticed that one of the rear doors was streaked with black - tar - the nice new roads we had travelled had not been so kind to us after all! We spent over half an hour removing the tar with baby-wipes before the offending substance hardened.




  We had lunch at 'Bodega San Francisco' in Ruedo Alameda. The restaurant was attractively furnished and reasonably priced. Raciones averaged about six euros, platos combinados averaged about seven euros and tapas were mostly one euro.




  A Dutch couple on the next table were eating a variety of tapas and they looked good - the tapas that is. We decided to have the menú del día.




  We had a good salad followed by our main course - pork chops for me - chicken breasts for Diane. The patatas fritas - chips were good. I had pudding, which was a combination of crème caramel and cake whilst Diane had arroz con leche - the Spanish version of rice pudding. A bottle of Rioja and bread accompanied our meal. Total cost was 22 euros - not bad!




  It was now time to explore Ronda.




  Ronda is one of the oldest cities in Spain and surely one of the most dramatic locations. The town perches 750 metres above sea level, on an inland plateau that is sliced in half by the 100-metre deep Tajo gorge. La Ciudad is the oldest part of the town. It is perched atop the highest point of the rocky outcrop on the southern side of the town. At the foot of this outcrop, lies the quarter of San Francisco, also known as El Barrio. This is where we currently stood - so we had a bit of walking to do - a bit of an uphill task!




  In order to reach the main part of La Ciudad there are a number of different routes one can take. All are picturesque but most are a bit of a trial with steeply inclined cobblestone streets, which can leave you gasping for breath. Decent footwear is advisable, as the cobblestones can be slippery. We elected to walk up the main thoroughfare - Calle Armiñan, because we wanted to visit some of the shops that we knew existed in this road. Some of the establishments are delightful and sell a mix of local craft ware, antiques and souvenirs. I particularly enjoyed exploring the dark recesses of some of the shops containing as they did old furniture, bric-a-brac and many items to do with hunting - old weapons and heads of wild boar!




  There are many museums in Ronda and one that caught my eye was a bandit museum. Bandits roamed the nearby mountains in the 19th century, robbing wealthy tourists headed for Ronda on their 'Grand Tour of Europe'. We did not visit. I thought we would leave museums for a later outing.




  Ronda is a photographer's dream - or a nightmare if one hasn't enough film; the battery has run down or you have a smallish memory card in your digital camera! Everywhere you look, there are delightful buildings not only the important buildings like the 'Palacio de Mondragón' and the Palacio de Salvatierra', but also the ordinary houses, churches and shops. The old town is a maze of narrow streets with whitewashed houses interspersed with grand Renaissance mansions.




  [image: ]




  At the top of the hill, we arrived at the Puente Nuevo. More photographs!




  Three bridges span the Tajo Gorge but the newest, the 18th century Puente Nuevo, is the focal point of the town. It is a masterpiece of architecture and engineering. When you stand on the bridge and look into the deep of the gorge below, you will understand why its construction took 42 years! Apparently special machines had to be invented to raise the huge solid stone blocks from the bottom of the gorge that were needed to construct a bridge that would last.




  Various vantage points on the bridge provided spectacular views of the gorge far below. We crossed the bridge to the Plaza de España, on the northwest corner and I took photographs of the countryside below. The views from the Alameda Gardens were also breathtaking. We walked there and a very pleasant garden it is. It was built at the beginning of the nineteenth century and financed, as the story goes, by fines levied on townspeople found to be behaving improperly. My wicked sense of humour did make me wonder in what way the inhabitants were behaving in an improper manner. Were they peeing into the gorge? It took me back to my early schooldays when we would see who could aim the highest!




  This side of the Tajo gorge is the new part of the town, the area known as El Mercadillo. It comprises a warren of streets with bars, restaurants and shops. We walked there past the Real Plaza de Toros, Ronda's bullring.




  Ronda is the cradle of bullfighting and so it is appropriate that there is a bullfighting museum. I have not yet considered attending a bullfight and I am not sure I want to.




  We did a little bit of shopping and then decided to make our way back to the car by taking one of the side roads. This proved to be a mistake. I had left my map in the car so it took rather longer to return to the old town than I had envisaged. We crossed a bridge that, afterwards I realized, was the Puente Viejo, the old bridge, built in the seventeenth century.




  We were both in need of a visit to the toilet so we found a little café and ordered two coffees. The bar was a trifle Bohemian. We sat on aluminium-framed chairs but there were also plastic 'blow up' seats. In one corner were a couple of trestle tables with boxes of what looked like second-hand clothing. In another corner was a sort of Internet Café - a couple of tables with a motley collection of computers on them. In the men's toilet a red colander acted as a lampshade - Diane said the light in the ladies also had a similar makeshift shade. The coffees were ok though.




  We managed to find our way back to the car and drove back to Mijas Costa via the more direct route. The drive towards Marbella on the A-376 was pleasant enough and eventually we reached the dreaded N-340. I have driven along the Marbella to Fuengirola stretch many times and it is never a pleasant experience. It makes driving around the M25, in England, a relatively calm affair. Quite apart from the potholes in some stretches of the road, there are the drivers. I do not know whether the imbecilic driving I have encountered on this highway is by Spanish drivers or by drunken ex-pats.
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