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Two Clots in a Camper tells how a couple take to the roads of Europe in their beloved ageing V W camper van called ‘Pooh the Bus’. Mistakes made and lessons learned are conveyed to the reader in a humorous style as if chatting to the pair around the campfire. Experience the real joys of a freedom to travel that few modern busy people can experience.
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This book is dedicated to my patient wife Linda. She has both inspired and tolerated me during the writing of this adventure. Also the book would not have been possible, or at least would be a lot less accurate, without her outstanding memory, mainly of all my mistakes, that I constantly had to use to jog my failing memories.

To quote my darling wife, “We are like two old socks, one’s useless without the other!”

And she’s right! Of course!

We would also like to thank all the wonderful people, friends and ‘characters’ that we met on this our ‘maiden voyage of discovery’. You are the ones who made the journey a pleasure, the help and advice (not always right, but who cares?) you gave, made us feel welcome throughout Europe (yes, even the French, well mostly anyway). For that, we thank you.
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Bonjour France

Tall pines rustled in the balmy high summer breeze, a rutted track separating them from the gently sloping white sands of the Mediterranean beach. A turquoise buoyant sea supported two playful people as they floated then dived between the lazy rise and fall of the swells.

The rocky outcrops on either side of the little bay, lay like protective arms, nearly surrounding, enfolding the swimmers in their very private little piece of paradise.

Their travelling home, a Volkswagen camper van, watched over them as they swam. It was parked in the shade of a small clearing beneath the lofty trees. Its awning spread over the pinecone-covered sand. A table with two directors’ style chairs awaited the return of the energetic bathers.

The bottle of local wine, chilling in a bucket of cool seawater, waited to accompany the market-bought sardines that would soon be cooking on the smouldering Portuguese ‘pot bellied’ barbecue that squatted in the sand.

An evening below jewelled stars in an unpolluted night sky was anticipated. The warmth of the day radiated from the sand around them – sardines and fresh bread devoured, a second bottle of wine half consumed. Contented, arms entwined, they chatted about the adventures still to come.

This was the dream, our purpose to find this little piece of heaven on earth, and live the dream, even if only for a few weeks.

“Oh, my God, have we just paid £1600 for this pile of poo?” I said to Linda.

As usual our hearts ruled our heads. When we first saw ‘Pooh the Bus’ (my wife, Linda, adapted my initial thoughts on the van into a name), parked in a Hove side street with a For Sale sign in the window, we fell in love.

For ages we had been toying with the idea of buying a camper van and touring parts of Europe on some romantic adventure. Now, here she was, our own piece of rusting scrap from the Fatherland. Not that bad really, but as a qualified mechanic, you would think that I would find the faults before parting with the cash, not afterwards!

The main problem was that Pooh was not an original conversion, but a van that someone had fitted with an interior from a real camper. Thus it had all the right bits but they were not screwed down quite as well as they should have been. To cut a long technical tale short, we proceeded to spend as much on the van to service and equip as it cost to buy her.

Loaded with enough gear to do a round the world rally and a fresh coat of red paint on her lower quarters Pooh was declared fit to travel. Linda, my soul mate and wife, was made redundant after twenty-odd years of service for a local building society. This fortuitous event would finance us on our little adventure.

The plan was to sail overnight to Portsmouth to Caen in Normandy, arriving early morning for a leisurely first day’s drive to Nantes on the river Loire. Over three months or more we would travel down the French Atlantic coast, La Rochelle, Bordeaux, Biarritz; swing right along the beautiful green northern coast of Spain, San Sebastian, Santander, Picos de Europa, and Coruna; bear South to Portugal, Porto, and Lisbon; and then on to the Algarve, before finally into Spain, Seville, Cadiz, Estepona, Marbella and Grenada. If we could find work along the way to prolong our voyage, then great, we hoped our budget of £3000 would see us through for quite a time.

Plans are a wonderful thing. I have over the years spent more time and energy planning trips, and holidays than actually travelling. It gives me great pleasure and, according to Linda, keeps me quiet for hours. The point is though, that even if you are a meticulous planner like me, they never quite pan out. A budget for twelve weeks becomes eight, four thousand miles turn into six and the warm⁄dry season becomes heat wave⁄monsoon.

Now with that technological marvel called the Internet, planning is much easier although a lot less fun than pouring over maps and guide books, using one of those funny pens with a wheel in the nib for measuring miles on a map. Whatever method is used though the golden rule is to add on thirty percent for luck⁄error.

The weekend before departure we threw a farewell party inviting all our friends and family. Anyone would have thought we were emigrating. However, if a good spot or job could be found, who knows how long it would be before we set foot back in Brighton? Well, Hove actually. Sorry, local joke.

The party was a great affair. People came bearing gifts of wine and beer. We supplied the eats and did grand tours of our camper van (it’s not easy doing a grand tour with small groups of people in a vehicle less than eighteen feet long). Everyone was suitably impressed by my modifications and carpentry and wished us bon voyage. We would like to think some of them were jealous but in reality we were convinced they doubted our sanity, three thousand (planned) miles in an aging bodged up metal box called Pooh.

One of the advantages of a farewell party was the copious amount of left over wine supplied by our guests. We decided to take it all with us. It would help the budget, although we did ponder on the legality of importing twenty-five bottles of plonk into France, a rare situation, I’m sure.

♦

Grey and gloomy, a typical autumnal evening. Shame it’s the first week in June. Yes, we are doing the right thing. Sunshine here we come!

The ferry leaves Portsmouth at about 8 p.m., so of course we left home at 5 p.m. to cover the forty-five miles to Portsmouth. There was no way we were going to miss this boat.

A leisurely meal, a bottle of wine followed by coffee and brandy. Explore the ship, wander through the shops, and retire to our reclining chairs for a good sleep, refreshed for our first days foray into the mysteries of driving on foreign soil. Wrong! It was this crossing that ensured that from then on overnight crossings would always prompt us to hire a cabin. The meal was fine, but all the facilities on board, except a small snack bar, pulled down the shutters at 10:30, leaving all the passengers to wander the ship aimlessly, resisting the pleasures of the reclining seats until the last possible moment. No wonder you see hoards of people with sleeping bags and mats preferring the floor to the restless discomfort that is the recliner, once tried never repeated.

Thus we awoke dishevelled and aching, to a coffee and croissant. Quistreham, the port of Caen in Normandy, was equally as grey and dismal as Portsmouth had been. We followed the winding stream of exiles out on to the French highways for the first time. I was nervous, tired but eager to get further south to the sunshine. Had we known then the delights that Normandy and Brittany had to offer, we would not have been in such a rush. In the weeks to come, we would always be dashing on to the next destination, trying to find that dream place in the sun. Instead, we should have appreciated each leg of the tour for the diverse and local pleasures each stopover had to offer. But hey, isn’t that just like life? The grass is always greener.

We were heading southwest to the city of Nantes at the mouth of the Loire Valley. This wonderful river had always been on my wish list of places to see. Charming chateaux, fortresses rising out of the river, small squares lined with cafes. Where were we going? Saumur, Tours or Blois? No we were heading for Nantes a nice but industrialized port on the motorway. Rush. Rush. Rush. Chase the dream South. Mind you on the way we did see Mont St. Michel through the mist in the distance. Please don’t be disillusioned. We did visit some wonderful places on this trip, but the point I am trying to drive home is that there are often many lovely things⁄places closer to home that can get overlooked.

We have explored the joys of northern France on many subsequent trips and the beauty is, a long weekend is an ideal way to see one small area⁄town at a time. Anyway, enough waffle. Back to Nantes.

The drive to our first destination, once fully awake and off of autopilot, provided us with the opportunity to work out our driving habits. A right hand drive van is not always easy to navigate on the continent. Several blind spots in the mirrors become apparent. This is particularly evident when joining a main A road or motorway from a slip road. This usually meant shouting.

“Lin! Is it clear?” I would yell, awakening her from a travel-induced nap.

“I don’t know! I can’t see!”

We must have wreaked havoc in France during those early days. Luckily the level of traffic is far lower than our crowded British roads.

Our routine also involved Linda leaning forward to reach for the map⁄cigarettes, etc, always at the exact moment I am trying to see in the nearside mirror for some tricky manoeuvre. After a while our mental telepathy kicked in and only a grunt or cough was needed to send Linda into a rigid upright position in her seat. Pooh was performing well. She only had an 1800cc engine so hills were a bit of a struggle but on the flat she was quite happy to trundle along at fifty-five miles per hour. You get a lovely view from a van, seeing over fences and walls. This makes the slow speeds very acceptable. It is a holiday after all.

One of the best modifications I had made to our camper was to ditch the vinyl slabs that Volkswagen calls seats and replace them with comfortable fabric seats from an MG Metro. A very easy job, if you’re interested.

About 11 a.m. our stomachs were telling us it was time for some form of nourishment. It would also be the testing ground for my schoolboy French. We drove slowly through a small, seemingly deserted village. It was built of the local stone and reminded me of driving through the Cotswolds, except for the absence of traffic and parked cars. I spotted a small cafe and pulled in to the lay-by.

Empty except for ourselves, the place was being prepared for the 12:30 lunchtime rush. The elderly waitress came over and was obviously astounded as in terrible French I proceeded to order coffee, bread, and cheese. Not realising that bread and cheese is not something people in French cafes would normally ever dream of ordering, but none the less she returned head shaking with our order. The beautiful fresh bread made as only the small French bakers can, and a slab of delicious local fromage. It was lovely.

Early afternoon we stopped at an out-of-town supermarket. Pleasingly, in France, they do not object to vans using the car parks and height barriers are few and far between. We just wanted a few basics to see us through a couple of days, juices, wine, cheeses, wine, cold meats, wine, jams, wine, pate, wine. Oh, and, of course, beer and delicious things to put on the wonderful crusty French bread. So store cupboards full and topped off with cheap supermarket petrol, we trundled on.

We were only about 10 k’s (kilometres) from Nantes, we had an Alan Rogers campsite guide and had chosen a municipal town centre site, when suddenly the van started to make the most awful noise and lose power.

“Oh, no. Not now! Couldn’t you break down on a quiet road? Not on the busy approach roads to a major port,” I screamed at our once trusty van.

Pooh was still driveable, just, using more revs than I cared to. We crept towards the campsite, Lin nervously reading the map to ensure no mistakes. Limping through the barrier, an attendant led us to an enclosed pitch, obviously noticing the high revs and cursing driver! With great relief, I switched off the overworked engine. We had been on the road for about eight hours (nowadays in our car it is about three hours) and were extremely tired after our sleepless ferry trip.

It was decided that since we had planned to stay here for two nights it would be wise to set up camp first, then if sleep overtook us it would not matter. Besides to get to the engine hatches we would need to unload all the gear anyway. We did not travel light, and were equipped for any situation. We had been given an awning, which attached to the side door of the van, providing an additional room to the van’s limited accommodations. This travelled on a cut down roof rack on the front of the van’s roof, six feet off the ground and weighing a ton. Well it felt like it. It was not the easiest of tasks to load and unload it from its lofty home.

On the tailgate hung a bike rack with our two cheap (heavy) bikes securely chained to it, which all needed to come off in order to open said tailgate.

One hour later a rudimentary camp was established and I could at last get to the engine. From the sound, I was expecting to find a head or manifold gasket blown. I had all my tools, even a small trolley jack so I was confident of doing any work required. Finding the spare parts and ordering them, in schoolboy French, would present a major problem. Luckily I would never have to find out. On surveying the engine laid out before me, I quickly spotted that the anti-run-on valve had unwound itself from the left hand carburettor and was hanging by its electrical cable over the drop to the road. Hooray! Our luck was in. Had the cable parted from the valve and been lost it could have cost a lot of time to replace. Besides, how many people do you know who can say anti-run-on valve in French?

Food. It had been a long time since we had eaten. We were shattered, but willing to explore the locale to find a glass of wine and sustenance. It is a strange fact of life that in France, a country renowned for its culinary expertise, it can often be impossible to find a restaurant open in the evening. It seems that many establishments exist solely to feed the holiday hordes for a brief window in July and August, and then only at lunchtime. How they survive financially is a complete mystery.

So off we went a wandering. An hour later we had ensconced ourselves in a small eatery in the throes of closing up. They did manage to rustle up a very mediocre mixed salad and a couple of beers, not quite the feast we had been relishing, especially disappointing, as it was Linda’s birthday. Still, things would improve.

Sunshine breaking in through the not quite perfectly fitting curtains Linda had made a brave attempt at making from the upholstery for the van, by and large an excellent job, gently woke us to our first full day in France. We were refreshed, peckish, and keen to start exploring. We took it in turns to go to the shower block. This saved us the trouble of squaring all our gear away. By and large camping folk are very honest and will look out for each other’s property, but inner-city campsites can often provide rich pickings for the local low life. You have to remember that our little, not too secure bus contains everything we have for our three months away, including £1500 in easily fenced travellers cheques.

Ablutions over, I suggested Lin lay the table and make the tea, while I go in search of a baker’s shop. Luckily in most towns you will find a baker’s shop on nearly every street. They bake freshly three or four times a day to fulfil the populations need for this wonderful crusty but light bread. Very civilised. At any time of day you will see people out walking their loaves of bread. It’s a national pastime and it is normally unwrapped. Wouldn’t do in our health and safety cosseted country!

I returned to the van, bread in bare hand, to discover that Linda had managed to fall over the guy rope for the awning. Luckily she had only slightly bruised her leg and was still able to get about. If I appear unsympathetic it is because falling over is a regular occurrence for my wife: The Glaucoma. She has a very limited field of vision. Lin’s sight is like looking through the tube from a toilet roll, which basically means that if she is not aimed at an object, she can’t see it. Bollards are often a painful experience, and many an unleashed toddler she has sent flying in busy shopping precincts!

Breakfast over, we decided a bike ride would be a good start to the day. Using a free map from reception we made our way nervously, trying to remember to ride on the right, through the remarkably clean streets to the riverbank. We found some charming parkland criss-crossed with streams and neat tarmac paths, perfect for cycling. At that time Linda’s sight was still up to bike riding, although she did need to follow me and I would call out warnings of impending obstacles. It can’t have always have been nice for her, following my big butt everywhere, so it is great when we find a park or cycle track and she can take the lead for once.

Lunchtime was upon us before we knew it. Not wanting to repeat last night’s gastronomic disaster, we decided that until we reached tourist hot spots we would do as the locals and make lunch the main meal of the day. On route back to the campsite we came across a small cafe with a sandwich board outside: Plate dejour, 30f. L’agneau et les haricots vert, I knew this meant lamb and something, and at £3 a head did not seem out of budget.

“Come on,” I said. “Be adventurous. It might make up for that lousy birthday salad we had last night!”

So we sat at a small table on the pavement and ordered deux plate dejour et une pitcher du vin blanc de maison. Whether this is good grammar and spelling I would not know, but it did get us a memorable meal.

A basket of bread and a well-cooled carafe of local wine with two small tumblers were laid before us. The efficient and friendly waitress asked us, I think, if we wanted a jug of water. I made the mistake of saying.

“Why spoil the effect of good wine?”

Which of course, she could not understand. I then had to try to explain, in broken, poor, French what I had said, slowly turning bright red as I dug myself deeper into this linguistic pit. The moral of the story is, when abroad in restaurants, after ordering, stick to smiling and nodding.

The lamb arrived and I must say it was heavenly. Many slices of braised lamb with tender green haricot beans (no tomato sauce) piled on top steeped in delicious lamb stock gravy. This sensory feast was devoured in quick time and the plates wiped clean with the bread. We sat watching the world go by, slowly sipping the wine and feeling pretty well contented.

Early evening we walked in the local area and found a small bar. The young lady behind the counter was very welcoming and as an added bonus she had worked in Britain and obviously spoke fairly good English. We sat at a small table to start with, but at the barmaid’s insistence we moved up to bar stools. We ordered a couple of beers and one for her. She said yes but told us it was not the custom in France. A small tip left with the bill was the expected norm.

We learned a few useful things from this helpful girl, including why she asked us to sit at the bar. It appears that you can be charged many different prices for the same thing in a cafe. To sit or stand at the bar is the cheapest option. An indoor table is on the middle tariff, but to sit outside is often considerably more expensive. After another pair of beers we thanked our hostess and wandered out into the streets.

It was still not eight o’clock yet, so we decided to buy something nice for supper and take it back to the site and crack open a bottle of wine. We found a patisserie and peered into the window, like children at a toyshop. The array of delights were mouth-watering. Not normally sweet-toothed, we thought when in Rome, and entered and pointed to a choux pastry mountain demanding, “Quatre, si’l vous plait!”

Armed with our four chocolate eclairs, we strolled back to the campsite to sit outside the awning and put on half a pound. Unfortunately when we bit into these delights vive la difference struck again. Instead of being filled with lovely fresh cream it was…custard, Yuck!

Next morning we packed up and got on the road after just a cup of tea and an orange juice. It is amazing how well designed these camper vans are. All the cupboards and facilities are all down the right hand side, with the sliding door on the left. The pop up roof is secured for travel by four clasps, which when released raise the roof enough for a six-footer like me to stand comfortably. Across the rear of the van is a double-bench seat, which ingeniously turns into a comfortable bed. Underneath is a large storage space. Above the bed a full width locker is home to most of our clothes and towels.

There is even a small wardrobe, along with a sink, running (cold) water, two calor gas burners and a grill. But the biggest asset is undoubtedly the Porta Potti, housed in the first cupboard behind the drivers seat. Those of you who have never experienced camping will not appreciate the luxury of private facilities.

So well laid out is our Pooh bus that in the morning the loo may be used and hands washed before making steaming mugs of tea without rousing Lin from her, not inconsiderable slumbers. Sleep on a bed of nails, my wife could. Unbelievable she is some times, bless her! I normally awoke with the sun most days-good job their clocks were in front of us- otherwise Lin would not be best pleased if she had her cuppa at 5:30 every day. We would then lay in and read till getting up around nine o’clock, unless of course we had a major travelling day ahead of us.

In the campsite guidebook we had picked out a place just south of La Rochelle, a gentle trip of only seventy odd miles. Why we had to rely on this guide, I don’t know. With hindsight we should have found a nice town or area and THEN searched for a campsite locally. It was only early June and nowhere would be full till mid-July in France. So it was that we arrived at this site around three o’clock and checked in.

We could choose our own pitch. Great. There was lots of choices as we were the only ones there! I had selected this site because it had a swimming pool. I love to swim, but to get Linda in, though, the water temperature needs to be bathlike. Lin came with me to the pool to watch. At least I had it to myself, now, and in the book it said, “Heated pool, June to September.” The weather had yet to have any real heat to it and I was glad the pool would be warm. In I jumped, WOW! Blinking freezing! In a mad frenzy I did a couple of lengths, accompanied by howls of laughter from Linda.

The site was on the main road to Rochefort, and was really fairly isolated. The campsite was open but none of the on-site facilities were operating, including the pool heater. The beach was just a giant rocky foreshore with mile after mile of what I assumed were mussel beds. All in all, rather disappointing. We wandered along the road and found a slightly unsavoury bar. Over a couple of beers, we talked ourselves into an early night, early start and a big push south to find the sun and decent beaches.

Biarritz was our general heading. The guidebook promised pine woods leading to golden sands and pounding Atlantic surf. Great. Could this be paradise? It was about one hundred and eighty miles, around four hours at Pooh speed, giving us ample time for a leisurely lunch in some nice little town.

We decided to go on the main A10 toll motorway till we got to the other side of Bordeaux. I was still a bit nervous of driving around in big cities and thought the motorway would be the best way of getting straight through and out the other side. The toll motorways in France are wonderful. Smooth, straight, and well-maintained. It may cost about 6p a mile, but at times it is well worth it. Every 10ks there is an Aire, which are wonderful lay-bys.

Every second one is a large service centre, garage, cafe, and shops. My favourites though are the small picnic Aires. They have picnic tables, playgrounds, toilets, and washrooms. Some even have showers. There is one in particular near Bordeaux that is on the banks of a canal and is a beauty spot in its own right. It was with good fortune that this was the one we stopped at to brew a cuppa.

Refreshed and legs stretched we set off again. The massive bridge spanning the Garonne river came into view. Painlessly we skirted Bordeaux and headed towards the coast. I wanted to travel the smaller B road that ran parallel to the coast down to Cap Breton.

We stopped at a small picturesque town for lunch. It had a lovely selection of small shops and cafes. We played at being tourists and picked up some postcards to send home. A nice light crepe seemed a good idea for lunch. The sun was shining so we found a little Creperie with outside tables and sat down to enjoy a good lunch and write the post cards.

The coast road was a real pleasure to navigate, gently curving through the miles of pine forests, dotted with holiday camps and seasonal villages set on the sandy beaches. Cap Breton came into view. Fortunately, the municipal campsite was close to the marina and well signposted. We were greeted by the elderly lady attendant who could not speak any English, (why should she?), but with some friendly gesticulations, pointed out a rather pleasant pitch to us. Sandy soil with scrubby grass, fledgling hedges on three sides, that given five years or so will provide much needed shade.

We pitched camp and explored the site, non-campers will find this strange, but regulars to campsites often have a fascination with toilet and shower blocks. The quality of a site can be measured by these facilities. These were among the best. Large, airy, clean and most importantly of the British type. Ladies especially will relate tales of disaster if forced to use the continental ‘two footprint-type’ of loo.

Happily set up on our pitch, the post drive, bottles of beer consumed, we headed off in the general direction of the marina. I must confess age and alcohol have taken their toll on certain sections of my memory. Lin says it’s selective, but I’m sure I’m not biased. I forget anything and everything, at all times!

I do recall buying the dearest beers to date, in a trendy looking bar in the heart of the marina. The view was lovely, but £2 for half a beer in 1994, no thank you! If we wanted to stay away for the full three months we would have to be a bit more frugal in our choice of hostelries. We did eat alfresco by the van whenever we could, and it was here that delicious French sausages and mixed salad was tried.

One of the great pleasures of travel is to shop abroad. Food shopping in particular. Selecting the salad leaves of types never seen in English stores. Big juicy vine tomatoes, smelling of sunshine. Knobbly, stunted cucumbers, than taste so much better than our mass-produced ones back home. The acres of unknown meats left to mature through pink to rich dark red. Sausages and salamis by the score. Cheeses of every type and texture. Not everything tastes nice, but it’s all different, and all to be tried.

Wines, as cheap as pop, which transform a meal into a memorable occasion. Some incite a grimace, others a pleasing, “Aah!” accompanied by a smacking of the lips. Surprisingly, price often has little bearing on which reaction you get!

So we spent a couple of pleasing days in Cap Breton, wandering the streets and shops in the marina deciding which type of boat to get should we ever experience a serious change of fortunes.

There is no greater joy than sitting watching the (foreign) world go by, in the summer sun at a cafe table with a bottle of chilled local wine to be slowly savoured. This is the life, then back to Pooh the Bus for a barbecue and the second bottle.

Spain beckons. The weather was still not as settled as we had hoped, and we thought Spain would be far cheaper to live in than France. I had never been to mainland Spain before, apart from a week in the Canary Islands, it was unknown territory for me. Linda had been on a couple of package tours but never anything as adventurous as this. Our selected first destination was a little tiny town called Sumo, just across the bay from Santander. We wanted to see the lay of the land in this area as we thought we might eventually return home via the ferry from here. The main reason we had chosen Brittany Ferries to travel with was that they sail to a variety of ports in Normandy, Brittany, and Santander in northern Spain. We had booked an open return to Caen on the understanding that the return ticket could be traded in against a different return port if required. We did not know it then, but the fishermen’s blockade would cause us to radically change our plans.

It looked to be around two hundred miles or 300ks from Cap Breton to Sumo. There is a choice of roads: the main A roads or the new toll motorway, which ran for about the first one hundred and forty miles or so. It was a dismal grey day. I think the gloomy weather was following us and every time we stopped for more than twenty-four hours, it caught up with us, or so it seemed. Motorway it was then. Try to get ahead of the murk yet again. Ten minutes out of Cap Breton we joined the superb motorway (E70) heading past Bayonne, Biarritz, all these wonderful places we just drove by, but nowhere looks very inviting in the drizzle.

The mountains separating France and Spain, but united by the Basques, loomed imposingly through the mists. This was to be our first border crossing by land. Naively we readied our passports and vehicle documents, images of Checkpoint Charlie complete with guns and searchlights came to mind. It was rather disappointing to just drive over the border.
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We were in! The clouds suddenly parted and the hot sun drove the swirling mists away, almost like a biblical event. I wish! The drizzle thickened to a steady rain with a blustery side wind adding interest to the drive. A couple of k’s beyond the actual border we encountered our first taste of Spain at the border service area. We did not have any Pesetas yet so a visit to the currency exchange kiosk was the first order of business. The remainder of French notes and a £100 traveller cheque needed to be converted to spendable cash. We had yet to learn that border points are not usually the wisest places to change money.

A nice strong coffee accompanied by a ham and cheese sandwich, which for some reason I have yet to work out is called a Bikini in more touristy parts. We were pleased to note that prices seemed to be somewhat cheaper than in France.

Having refreshed ourselves, it was time to give Pooh a drink, so we went in search of the petrol station. Pooh was thirsty, taking forty-five litres to top off her tank. Time was on our side, so I checked the oil and other levels. An older Volkswagen van is unlike most other vehicles, oil is checked via a flap behind the rear number plate, brake fluid behind the speedo in the cab and the screen wash is under the mat on the passenger floor. I am sure there must be many people who have used these vehicles totally ignorant of how to top anything up! Finally checks on the tyre pressures and off we go again.

The mountains slowly shrunk in the rear view mirrors as signs for San Sabastian and Bilboa appeared at the kerbside. Small Cornish-like sandy coves nestled between ugly dark, smoking industrialised areas. From our lofty viewpoint on the arching spans of the motorway, we could see down to the seashore and far into the hills to the South.

We were making good progress. We later met up with a couple who had done this same journey on the same weekday, but on the A roads through the towns. When they told us their journey time was fifteen hours, we were stunned. Ours would only be around seven hours including stops. The £10 toll fee was good value, if you also take fuel economy into account. We could travel at our optimum economical cruising speed, fifty-five mile per hour, while they were crawling up steep hills, behind slow, smoke belching trucks.

The motorway merges into an A road just west of Bilbao with the main industrial towns behind us. Traffic was light and flowing. Signs for small, Wild West sounding towns skipped by. Durango, Larado, and Santona. Pleasant green rolling hills unfolded before us. The rain eased and watery sunshine parted the clouds. Contented, we trundled on.

In the site guidebook was an English-owned camping ground. Edna and Harry, I believe, were to be our hosts. It is amazing that people spend hundreds of pounds travelling the globe, then at the mention of a British-owned establishment, flock there in droves! It is the possibility of meeting like-minded people, and, hopefully, learning from their experiences that prompted us to come here. And very glad we were too!

Approaching the gate Billy and Bobby, the little dogs belonging to Edna and Harry, came bounding out to greet us. As we got out, our yapping and bouncing escorts led us to the office.

Edna, a senior lady of jolly disposition, staffed reception, which also housed a small shop and more importantly, a bar. I asked if it was okay to order a beer. Thirsty work driving. Lin said we should book in first.

Edna broked us in. “No problem. One or two?” she said, holding two highly chilled bottles of San Miguel aloft.

“Two,” said Linda, relenting.

There were only about another five or six pitches in use, so we chose a pitch diagonally opposite to a British car and its large caravan and awning.

That way we had neighbours but were not on top of each other. The routine of setting up camp began and was quickly achieved. We would not be going out again today. Some meat or fish from the camp shop would do tonight. So there was no good reason to refuse another beer or two and survey our surroundings.

The site is on a plateau above the small town of Sumo. A steep hill leads to the town, about half a mile away. From the brow of the hill, Santander can be seen across the bay, half hourly in daylight hours a small, passenger only ferry, flits back and forth to the city. Many people who live in Sumo and its surrounding villages work in the city. Commuters, shoppers, and tourists make up this friendly little ferry’s customers and it is always busy.

We had provisionally booked in for a week, to use the time to acclimatise to Spain, its people and customs, also to plan a rough itinerary and make a list of must see places, Portugal’s pink city, Sintra, and Grenada’s, Alhambra palace to name but two.

I think we dined on grilled pork chops and salad that first night. I don’t think it’s my imagination but meats abroad have a wonderful flavour, especially pork. At home when you cook chops or bacon they seem to have been filled with pressurised water (to increase weight?). So when cooked all this white watery gunge comes out, abroad, you don’t get this and the bacon or chops fry in their own fat and taste of pork. Mmm. Why do we Brits as consumers put up with so much rubbish? Sorry, wobbled on a bit there. You may begin to realise why Lin calls me Victor, (Meldrew, One Foot in the Grave, the television sitcom?) on occasion.

Dinner done with, the bar beckoned. From our picnic table we had seen some of the others drifting towards the bar as the sun set, carrying strange looking sticks, like small spades in various colours. Ordering a couple of beers and sitting down, a small squadron of flies tried to invade every orifice in our heads. We had discovered Northern Spain’s national pastime.

Fly swatting, great fun and good exercise, if you had the tools of the trade. Hence the small shovel like sticks. Sadly lacking in the swatter department, that first evening was a frenzied hell for us. Other campers tried to keep our bit of space clear, but without full-time personal swatting, it was a hopeless cause. The one fact we had to find out was where we could purchase these marvellous devices in the morning. Fratatoria, that’s what was needed so we were told. At the bottom of the hill, buckets and bowls piled high outside. Can’t miss it!

We woke startled to a flurry of barks and yaps, looking out, Billy and Bobby zigzagged around the site giving everybody a wake up call, whether wanted or not! It was quite good actually because the dogs seemed to have a sixth sense of when the baker’s van was about to call and would always rouse you in time.

Showered, (not bad, clean but a bit dark) and breakfasted, the bikes were to get their first outing on Spanish soil. Gingerly, we edged over the edge of the hill, conscious of the steep incline and the harbour waters awaiting any victims of brake failure. We took it slowly, brake blocks squealing in protest.

“I’ll be walking back up!” I yelled over my shoulder to Lin!

“Too right!” she called back.

Safely down, we rode round exploring Sumo, a couple of hotels, supermarket, a few shops, a cafe and a pretty good-looking beach. We had hoped that this far south, mid-June would be beach weather, but alas, no. Northern Spain is known as the green coast, Costa Verde. This beautiful greenery is paid for by a very high annual rainfall. July and August are the safest months. As our fellow campers had said, “the swat shop’ as we came to call it, was indeed easy to find. A positive mountain of multi-coloured polythene was heaped on pasting tables outside this wonderful establishment.

Some shops you just know are going to be a browser’s paradise, before you even walk in the door. Hardware shops are fascinating places at the best of times (it’s a bloke thing) but to get an old-fashioned one, and in Spanish too! All sorts of weird and wonderful items and appliances were on show, but because our Spanish was not even up to schoolboy level, we could only guess at some of the uses. I had visions of us leaping around the store, swooshing our arms as mock fly swats, trying to convey to the shopkeeper what we required before he called the local asylum.

Then I saw it, a half barrel crammed with every conceivable type of swat, plastic, wood, metal or horse hair as favoured by African chieftains. I selected an orange one for Lin, a blue for myself and a green one as a spare, should they wear out, as I suspected they might. All were in durable plastic at the bargain price of about thirty pence each. Where could you get to have this much fun at home for thirty pence? We bought a couple of other items too, a large ball of thick string-campers can never have enough string- washing lines, guy ropes, and a host of minor repairs. If you are ever stuck on what to get a relative who camps for a present you can’t fail with a large ball of heavy-duty twine. A bag of pegs was selected to go on said washing line, and we left the shop as happy bunnies (it doesn’t take much).

We pushed the bikes to the little harbour, an arm extending out into the bay for a hundred metres, tied up alongside, a little ferry bobbed, awaiting the next batch of chattering travellers.

“Is the sun over the yardarm? Yep!” I said to myself.

“Fancy a beer?” I said, half expecting Linda’s standard reply to offers of a midday beer.

“It’s a bit early!” Lin answered.

“Two beers please,” I ordered, ignoring Lin’s reply, as we sat down at one of the outside tables of the sleepy cafe overlooking the harbour scene.

It was a great place for people watching, or ‘black hatting’ as we call it. On honeymoon in Corfu, Greece, I wanted to show Lin around. I had worked there for a season before meeting her. We often noticed the elder men, black hats, shirt sleeves rolled up, sitting all day, watching the world go by. They always looked so sad, pondering what had become of the old ways. These strange creatures called tourists who had invaded their homeland, causing more change than any war ever could. Enough, I digress.

Our version of people watching was pure enjoyment. You can learn a lot about a country and its people by just watching. These Spanish we observed now, so quick in speech and gesticulations, their actions a rapid flurry of hand and arm movements, this speed so at odds with the slow, laid back way of daily life they are famed for.

The French are civilised, with their cordon bleu chefs and two-hour lunches, but it is the Spanish who lead their lives in harmony with a relaxed attitude to life. Who else eats the main multi-coursed meal at ten o’clock at night, has a welcome siesta after lunch and has more fiestas that you can shake a stick at? It takes first-time travellers a while to appreciate how well this timetable suits Iberian life, but to fully enjoy the country one should endeavour to adapt to its pace and customs.

By the time the second pair of beers were consumed and paid for, we were ready to push our heavy bikes back up the hill. I did consider leaving them chained to the railings, collecting them in the van tomorrow. Lin said she knew the crime rate was low here, but doubted they would still be there in the morning. Linda perspiring and me sweating profusely (I never did understand why ladies can’t sweat as well) we struggled up the hill, thoughts of a long siesta prodding us onward.

Evening saw us fed, rested, recouped and heading for the bar, keen to perfect the swatting techniques needed for a fly free night. The usual crowd were there, Barbara and Les our diagonally opposed neighbours, a few swatterless people passing through and a couple of Dutch. It is a strange fact of touring, but in every remote village, site or lay-by there will be a Dutch couple travelling around. For such a small country, half the population seem to be permanently on tour!

Later on the trip we would meet a charming Dutch couple, Alex and Teneke, if my ailing memory serves. Anyhow, they told us the reason for the profusion of mobile Dutchmen. It is such a damn boring place, too flat, no hills, and no scenery so people cannot wait to get out and see mountains and valleys. Never having been to Holland, I would not know. Please remember that these are their words, not mine. If the place is anything like the people though, Holland will be friendly and welcoming.

The art of swatting was in full swing, literally, Lin managed to knock over my bottle of beer. Everybody declined glasses as it was harder for the flies to get in the bottles. In fact, the trend of putting a wedge of lemon in the neck of the fashionable bottles of Mexican beer stems from the field workers doing this same thing, but to keep the flies out, not for flavour. Having been in the licensed trade we have seen some of the filthy things that can happen to bottles prior to consumption and would never dream of drinking from an un-cleaned bottle neck.

We learned a lot of tricks and hints that would come in useful from these visits to the bar. Belatedly we found out it is perfectly okay to stay the night in the car park of any port or harbour in France. This one fact alone could have saved us a few bob. In the larger ports sometimes basic facilities were even provided. We learned that ‘wild camping’ or setting up on a beach or in a wood, whilst popular, was illegal in Spain and Portugal.

Mind you we also heard tales of break-ins and robbery so we decided to stick to proper campsites in future. Such a good time was being had that I invited everyone to a bottle party at our van tomorrow afternoon. Lin groaned knowingly. Me and my big mouth!

We took the van out for a run in the morning. The nice thing about an awning is that it can be left standing and the van moved just by undoing the tunnel flaps to the side door. The bikes and chairs we put into the awning and zipped it up.

To explore some of the small coastal inlets and villages, that was the plan. Pooh was flying along. Unencumbered with awning, bikes and furniture she was like a dog off the leash, puttering up hills, swinging round bends, cans of beans and stores rolling in the cupboards. It was good, we were on holiday.

One particular little town sticks in my mind, unusual for me. Isla is a beautiful little town⁄village about 20ks from Sumo, Brittany like, lots of small inlets with shallow waters lapping small crescents of fine gold sands. It would be a charming place for a relaxing week’s holiday. A small supermarket, a hotel a few bars and restaurants, I was quite taken with the place. We strolled round, holding hands, still do as a matter of fact. Ahh, I hear you say, silly old sods…

As Lin would say, “It’s romantic.”

And it was. The waters were a lovely milky opal green. We went back to where we had parked the van. Several large rocks were scattered against the back fence of the car park. One stood out in particular, dark brown a different texture to all the others, and it had a large crease in its domed back. To tell the truth, it looked for all the world like a shapely bottom, feminine even.

“I’m going to take that stone with us,” I said to Linda. “Its groove will be perfect for putting over the table legs to hold it down.”

“We will have to name it. How about Roger Rock?” said Lin.

“Okay, if you must. Roger it is.”

I put Roger in the van and we walked back to the beaches.

We leant on a railing, staring out to sea, rocks beneath us with the waters rushing in.

“A rat! There!” Lin shrieked!

Sitting on the rock below us a large (had to be) brown rat stared back up at us, Linda leapt backwards, the romantic moment shattered.

No amount of logic would persuade Linda to return to Isla. I said you are never more than a few feet from a rat in any town on earth. No difference. Isla would always be where we saw the rat. Shame.

I raided our, possibly contraband, store of imported wine and brought out half a dozen bottles, mainly red as cooling was not so easy. The best we could do was fill a bucket with water and plonk the white wine in to cool. Hey maybe that’s where the phrase plonk comes from. All available chairs, stools and tables were set up to await our guests.

Les and Barbara were the first to come over, around 2:30, bottle in hand, which I un-corked for them, then proceeded to open a white for Linda and a local rioja for myself. It was very pleasant. We opened some jars of olives and put out crisps and nibbles. People came, had a bottle of wine and drifted off again. By five o’clock we were on our own. While most folk had had a couple of glasses, we, being the only constant attendees through the afternoon had downed at least three bottles each. It had been agreed that we would all meet up in the bar at eight o’clock that evening, so a much-needed siesta was required. Standing up took a bit of effort. Swaying gently we clambered into the van, drew the curtains and collapsed in a heap on the, thankfully pre-made, bed.

Scamper. Scamper. Woof! Yap! Yap!

“Billy, Bobby, shut up, oh my head!” I groaned. “Wake up, Lin, the others will be waiting in the bar for us!”

“I don’t think so. That was last night,” Lin replied.

“Oh, no!” I groaned.

It transpired that Les and Barbara gave us a knock about 8 p.m., and hearing us snoring loudly, left us to it. Lin woke at 2 a.m. still intoxicated and attempted to clear up the debris outside before collapsing back into bed. Apparently my first sign of life was about 4 a.m. when I sat bolt upright, lurched for the Porta Potti and was violently ill.

My next recollection was Billy and Bobby doing their wake up rounds. We sank a litre bottle of water each to get over our dehydration and give our livers a fighting chance. We would work up to a cup of tea later, if we could.

We slid open the van door to reveal the scene of devastation. Bottles everywhere, heaped stinking soggy ashtrays, and earthenware bowls filled with dew soaked crisps. In our fragile state, this was not really what we needed to see. The clearing up took us about an hour, groaning and trying not to look at the worst of the mess. Next was a shower. Hopefully this might bring us back into the human race.

Today would be a very, very quiet day and definitely booze free. Well, till evening anyway. We sat in the gentle sunshine, watching the two dogs trying to get themselves a shearing from Harry, who as usual was astride his motor mower. On his mower, a toy tractor like machine with a large rotary cutter beneath, Harry would spend hours every day keeping the luxuriant grass, golf-green short. I am sure he used to do this to get out of helping Edna with the real work around the camp. The two little dogs would wheel about chasing the mower, dodging the spray of clippings. How they weren’t scalped I don’t know, but they had a great time. We spent the day reading and black hatting in restful recuperation. The day passed us by.

“Right. After yesterday, we are going to do something today. I want to go to Santander!” Lin declared.

“OK,” I said. “Pooh or ferry?”

“Ferry,” was the answer.

Ten o’clock found us walking down the hill. We did not fancy pushing the bikes back up again, towards the ferryboat. Having paid the two hundred pesetas fares we took our places on a wooden bench near the bow. The diesel throbbed beneath the deck and with a shudder we were off. Little mists of spray enveloped us as we dipped into the gentle swell of the bay. Now we knew why the locals elected to sit inside or in the stern. Still the sun would soon dry us out. It was a rare warm blue-skied day. The skipper weaved between the larger vessels heading out to sea as we darted straight across.

The landing was in the centre of the port, next to the giant Brittany Ferry, disgorging its cargo of tourists, most of who are hell-bent on reaching the Costa del Sol as soon as possible. They would never dream of stopping to savour the wealth of touristic pleasures the north has to offer, swatting, wellies and damp tents are not on their itineraries.

Lest you forget, we ourselves are tourist novices. Not for us the logic of a visit to the tourism office for map and guidebook. No we are free spirits and will do our own thing, missing the best sights time after time. Being born and bred in Brighton and Hove we both have an inbred instinct to walk along seafronts or foreshores, not automatically turning for the built up town centre like most folk.

Thus we found ourselves walking towards the sea, through the port, gardens and a promenade opened out before us, very nice. On the left I spotted a large nautical-looking building. It was the Maritime Museum of Santander. Venturing inside we found refreshingly for tourists it was free. Its lofty halls were cool after the summer sun.

I would love to say the museum was fantastic, but in reality it was nice, with one or two interesting features which of course I forget. So to my way of thinking, it can’t have been that good. Still it passed an hour or so and kept us off the streets.

We meandered back towards town through the small back roads, trying to keep parallel to the quayside. Entering the shopping and office district was like another world. Santander exudes an old world charm. In its glorious past it must have been a very wealthy city. Many expensive upmarket shops and eateries still abound.

We found a small cafe and ordered a couple of coffees. Yes, I said coffees, the after effects of the day before still in evidence. The minuscule cups of dark liquid, a bica, I think it’s called, hardly seemed worth the bother of drinking. I always feel guilty if I only order two of these piddling drinks, so I would usually insist we had two each to make it worth the cafe’s while. Silly old sod. I noted that while we drank these two cups (each) of coffee, many, office-like people darted in, bica and a cigarette frantically consumed, and then darted out again. I can only assume the following:

♦

(a) Coffee machines are not installed in Spanish offices.

(b) Smoking in the building is forbidden, unlikely.

(c) They enjoy the rush of dashing out for a break.

♦

I hope it’s c, much more in keeping with the Spanish nature.

♦

We left the cafe, heading for the ferry; there was about twenty minutes to wait so we sat in the gardens outside the port, in the shade, content, happy in the knowledge that we had many weeks of new experiences ahead of us.

Our supplies were running low. That evening in the swat shop bar, Les and Barbara, lovely couple, told us of the hypermarket in the city. Superstores like this were a huge adventure (sad aren’t we). You can buy anything in these shops including the kitchen sink. We needed some basic dry goods, beans, juices, beans, meats, beans (only joking- we had not even used all of the three tins of baked beans we embarked with). We just fancied a good mooch around, spending some money. Good therapy. Everyone loves to spend.

Today we welcomed Billy and Bobby’s rousing reveille, wanting to get to the hypermarket before the rush, if they have rushes here? We drove the 10 ks around the bay towards Santander, giving a much-needed run to charge Pooh’s twin batteries. In this van we did not have the luxury of mains electrics. Our next two buses would. I had fitted an extra battery that was used for the water pump and lights when we camped, isolating the main vehicle battery so that, in theory, it would never be flat.

Passing the southern end of the bay we saw a ramshackle wooden hut by the roadside with an oil drum barbecue outside, fuelled by a huge pile of logs under a plastic sheet. Les and Barbara were going to take us there tonight. Best sea bass in town apparently.

We found the hypermarket quite easily, beside the main dual carriageway into town. The car park was virtually empty and we had our pick of spaces. Now I have always wondered if we in Britain are a very unhealthy lot and rather accident prone, because of the number of disabled people we appear to have.

If you go to any major supermarket in the UK there will be loads of disabled parking bays close to the store entrance, mainly filled with very fit-looking people sporting disabled badges in their huge 4x4’s. Yet here on the continent they are content to have two or three bays per store, which seems much more in keeping with the actual percentage of genuine disabled people in the population. Right, that’s the daily moan out of the way. On with the shopping.

The big hypermarkets over here are amazing places, selling every conceivable item. Food, drink, furniture, D.I.Y, electrical, clothes, bikes even car spares and tyres. We wandered about filling the trolley with a wide range of weird and wonderful items including beautiful fresh vegetables and cold meats. The butcher’s counter held some great looking meat for the barbecue. Playing careful we chose only familiar looking cuts (I had forgotten the phrase book and we weren’t sure what they called horse or rabbit meat).

We also wanted a selection of the versatile earthenware tapas bowls. They come in all sizes from two to twelve inches in diameter, and they go in the oven, on the hob, even on the barbie and are super for olives and nibbles. The only thing virtually unavailable back in 1994 was fresh cow’s milk. A cuppa never tastes the same with UHT milk. Still a small price to pay for this wonderful adventure. We took this trolley load back to Pooh and stowed it away, then with an empty trolley we re-entered to get our liquid refreshments (you thought I’d forgotten, as if!!).

A couple of cases of San Miguel, a dozen cheap local reds and a dozen white and six bottles of a nice rioja for special occasions and a few cartons of juice for the mornings. You are probably coming to the conclusion that we are a pair of alcoholics, and I must admit, writing this I tend to agree, but it did not seem like it at the time. We were on holiday. That’s my excuse and I’m sticking to it. A glass of wine seems to taste so much better in the ruby rays of a setting Mediterranean sun.

“Right, that’s us loaded. Back to base!” I said to Lin.

“Keep an eye open for some petrol. There should be a garage round here somewhere.”

We headed for the exit, or what I thought was the exit and motored off. It was a slip road joining straight on to the dual carriageway. Halfway down I realized…

“Blimey, all the signs face the other way! We’re going the wrong way!!” I yelled, slamming on the brakes and doing the fastest three-point turn in history!

Luckily nothing else was in sight. A moment’s lapse of concentration could have been disastrous. Vowing to be more alert, we carefully made for home, sod the petrol.

I was pleased that Les was driving us to the shack that evening. It meant that I could have a couple of late afternoon wines before siesta time. Around 7:30 we all met up in the site bar for a beer and a quick swat before going off to eat. Piling into Les’s Citroen BX, we bounced off towards Santander. From what we could gather Les had taken early retirement on medical grounds. He and Barbara then decided on an extended caravan tour to enjoy this state of affairs. They had travelled over on the ferry to northern Spain and the first site they found was here at Sumo. They found it so convivial they had been here for a month so far and had no immediate plans to move on. Can’t say I blame them.

The shack did not boast a car park, so with two wheels left on the tarmac and the driver’s side jammed into the roadside undergrowth, we clambered out the passenger side. Inside the, I think ‘joint’ might be the right word, was a varied selection of tables and chairs, coming from wide ranging types of dining suites. One of this, two of that. Clean though and very welcoming. The owners obviously had seen Les and Barbara on many occasions and they ushered us to a table by the window.

The menu was a blackboard on the bar, but Lin and the others had already decided it had to be sea bass. It is now I must confess to being a very sad person. For years I was a very fussy eater, refusing to even taste anything out of the ordinary. As for something with a head on and bones in, not likely! So it was, that I ordered the token steak on the menu, reserved for the unadventurous. A pitcher of a rather nice local white wine was set on the table. It was crisp and fruity with a hint of lemon, perfect with seafood. Les ordered a big bowl of shell on prawns for us as a starter.

Strangely enough I had no problems ripping the head of a prawn, but fish I would have to work up to. They were of course superb, fresh and juicy with a nice mayonnaise to dip the prawns in. Mmm. We were on the second pitcher of local wine when the main courses arrived. Naturally the sea bass came first, a hint of wood smoke lingering on the air, plump, moist and obviously very fresh, with just a mixed leaf salad and a couple of lemons. Lin sounded as though she was in heaven as she peeled back the skin and savoured the first succulent flakes of fish.

The owner appeared with my meal and with an obvious air of disdain, plonking it in front of me. Oh what a sad apology for a steak- overcooked and of dubious origin with a nice thick line of gristle running through the middle. Damn, that sea bass looks good. The moral of the story: Be adventurous. How do you know you don’t like something if you’ve never tried it? This time, and most other times come to think of it, I usually ended up with the worst meal on the table by being a fussy eater. Still, the creme caramel desert was nice.

We were starting to get the wanderlust bug again. In a day or two we would head off into the Picos de Europa Mountains for a change of scene and new encounters. Today, however, we thought another trip on the little ferry and a stroll round Santander would be the order of the day. The bikes were dusted down for the journey to Sumo. They were in danger of rusting up if not used a bit more.

We found an indoor market with colourful stalls selling all manner of fruit and vegetables, fish, meats and underwear. These places always have a stall selling the most horrendous, fortified undergarments, usually that revolting flesh colour that only the Spanish would buy.

Peaches bought in Spain are the best I have ever tasted, so sweet, juicy and full of sunshine. Armed with a bagful, the stallholders never let you get away with just buying two. They try to convince you that you ordered two kilos instead, and many is the time we have come home with kilos of excess fruit. We headed back to the ferry, a beer or two, en route, of course, to ease our burden.

It was getting on for teatime when we returned to Sumo. There was a small bar cum cafe that we had used a couple of times (for beer), and I suggested we go for a burger. This would save us cooking tonight and would also put off the uphill bike ride until a suitable amount of anaesthetic ale had been consumed.

The cafe owner, whose name we have long forgotten, had a beautiful long-haired Alsatian dog called Bruno. He was a lovely dog, extremely friendly. There was a bit of waste ground next to the cafe and Bruno would gently play with the neighbourhood children. But as soon as food was served, whoosh, he was there. Not a nuisance or begging, just sitting hopefully close by (which of course was the best tactic of all). Now that we were all in place, what did we order? Well, I am quite partial to a good cheeseburger now and then, as my figure will justify. So when the owner came out for our order we asked for cheeseburgers and chips. In his limited English he asked if we wanted them with everything. Thinking he meant mayo and ketchup we said yes.

Well, when these burgers arrived it was obvious both we and Bruno would not be going hungry. The tea plate size bun had at the bottom a huge homemade beef patty heaped on top were cheese, lettuce, tomato, omelette, chorizo sausage, bacon, onion, mayo and ketchup. Not to mention the two huge portions of home-cut chips. Wow! It was an unfinishable feast. Even the huge appetite of Bruno struggled to polish of the remainder of our meals. Forever after it was known as a Bruno Dad’s burger. Never have we found one to equal it!

Bloated and slightly merry we pushed the bikes back up to the top of the hill and luckily coasted down the slight incline to the site. We were too full to move. Again a bottle of red wine was uncorked and the rest of the evening was spent playing Scrabble in the van.

Next morning dawned damp and grey. Over the breakfast juice we talked of moving on the following day. An early departure was planned, Potes in the mountains the destination. Our last day in Sumo was spent checking Pooh over making sure it was ready to tackle the possibly arduous climb up the valley. Supplies were stored away and the water tank filled. We bought a fresh cylinder of gas for the cooker from Edna’s little shop as a spare. I think we had visions of disappearing into a shop-free wilderness for a month, and we were going to take everything we could possibly need.

A final evening in the swat shop, paying our bills and saying goodbyes, noting down addresses and telephone numbers, knowing you will never ring or see them again. It was very sad, like leaving home. Mind you, there might not be so many flies up in the mountains.
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Mountains, Men and Showers

With Billy and Bobbie’s alarm call we leapt into action, excited as kids on Christmas Day, new adventures waiting around the corner. The camp was stowed away the previous evening so a cup of tea and a quick shower were all that we had to do before departing. Starting the bus as quietly as possible we snuck out of the site like thieves in the night. The eighty-mile journey to Potes looked to be pretty straight forward, along the main coast road, turn right, up the pass to the mountains.

After passing the bay with an awakening Santander in the distance we pulled in to a petrol station to fill up, give a quick check on the tyres and off we went. The coast road was of good quality with short stretches of dual carriageway every few kilometres. After just an hour we reached the turn off South to the mountains.

The first ten ks wound gently up through wooded valleys with tumbling boulder-strewn rivers on a smooth road with lay-bys and picnic spots along the way. Very scenic with clear blue skies sitting atop craggy peaks. Birds of prey could be seen using the rising thermals to climb and seek out their quarry.

“Have we gone wrong?” I said, tearing myself away from a daydream.

“Eh?” Lin replied, obviously also in another world!

The nice tarmac road had turned into a rutted track with no markings and deep grooves carved into the surface by years of heavy vehicle traffic. I quickly slowed from forty down to fifteen miles per hour to avoid shaking poor old Pooh to pieces. I hoped that this was just a short stretch of rough un-adopted road. You often notice that roads can suddenly change with county or town boundaries. If they are areas of differing wealth it can be very noticeable.

We must have been in a very poor region. Ten minutes of bumping along showed no sign of improvement, and had there been room, I may well have turned around. With twenty odd miles to Potes it was going to take well over an hour. And, of course, stuck up our exhaust pipe was the driver of a huge four-wheel drive Jeep, who didn’t care a jot about his suspension, just itching to find a way to overtake us.

“Tough. He can wait!”

I am normally quite considerate on the road. Lin, stop sniggering! I may shout and swear a bit, who doesn’t?

“When I get to a wide stretch of road I will pull in for him to overtake. Good riddance!”

Rounding a torturous bend, a number of local cars and a few mopeds were crammed into a small cut out into the side of the mountain. A trickle of clear water was cascading from a cleft in the rocks ten feet above the road. The locals appeared to be trying to catch this stream in buckets and transfer it to empty water bottles. It looked to be a natural spring and we wondered what benefits this source could offer. Had there been a space to pull in we would have joined them.

Potes, at last! We drove through the town around noon and we had plenty of time left to find a campsite for the night. About fifteen miles beyond the town is a cable car up to the highest peaks. As clear blue sky days are not to be relied on in the area, we decided it would be wise to see the peaks today. Tomorrow could be pouring down.

On the outskirts of town, well, village by our standards, nestled lots of small campsites in farmers’ meadows. They looked charming like a scene from Austria in the warm sunshine.

“The hills are alive with the Sound of Music!” Lin burst into song (her favourite all time film).

“Oh no!” I cringed.

Singing is not Linda’s strong point. We wound up out of town towards the cable car station on a brand new dual carriageway. Unbelievable! During the course of the journey we must have travelled up several thousand feet. The bus was not pulling as well as she does at sea level.

The cable car station was quite busy. It had a restaurant at its base with a large parking area. A swaying cable car rumbled overhead. I made for a quiet spot at the far end of the car park where we could have a cup of tea, watching the ant-like people crawling over the upper station’s viewpoints. Fitter, younger people would take the cable car to the summit and trek back down the winding trails to the base. We would settle for a ride both ways.

Linda made the tea, while I found the well-travelled Kit Kats. It was a glorious sunny afternoon. Birds whirled in the rising currents far above the peaks. We liked to think we could see goats on distant slopes, or maybe a bear, but I think it was just sheep.

The tea had done its job and the need to spend a penny arose. Our end of the car park was very quiet so I dragged the Porta Potti out of its cupboard. If you knelt down you were low enough in the van not to be seen which was fine for me but for Linda we always drew some of the curtains. Finally relieved, I pulled on the slide handle to flush the toilet. WHOOSH!!! The contents of the tank exploded, showering me with dirty water (I had cleaned and washed it out that morning). I was stunned. Lin, of course, was collapsing in gales of laughter. I was wet from the waist up. Old towels were thrown at me.

“It’s all over the carpet,” Lin said.

“Bugger the floor, what about me?” I replied.

“You and your clothes can be washed,” was the final retort!

When I had mopped up as best as I could and the wet shirt and towels bagged up to prevent smells, we sat in the warm sunshine drying my hair, wondering what had caused this dramatic event. I assumed it was because the holding tank was sealed by the slide valve and as such was still at sea level air pressure so when I flushed at high altitude it just released like a pressure cooker. Luckily, I was the only one to use it. Lin normally opens the valve while still sitting on it. Talk about a bidet!

It seemed a long way to come and not do the cable car trip, although all I wanted was a proper shower, so we wandered over to the station. I sent Lin to buy the tickets as I was not too sure what I smelt like. I was in danger of becoming paranoid. Thankfully we had the car to ourselves on the way up. The views were stunning. The birds we had seen from below were close enough to touch as they circled the car in their ever upwards search for food.

At the upper station there was a surprisingly large flat area covered in tufts of spiky grass. A bumpy track used by Land Rovers to supply the station wound snakelike off down the mountain. For the fitter tourist, paths continued up to the summit or for people like us, benches and lookout points were just a few yards away. Gazing out over the valley, one felt sort of detached and at peace with the world. You could sit for hours soaking up the view. There were new vistas with every slight turn of the head. If we had only remembered our jumpers we could have enjoyed these simple pleasures. As it was, a chill breeze was blowing and we huddled together for warmth.

“It’s romantic,” Lin said as she shoved her cold hand up the inside of my shirt, causing me to leap up cursing!

Back in the warmth of the valley after a slightly scary ride down-cable car descents always seem much worse-a hot coffee and the use of the facilities seemed a good idea. I sent Linda to get the coffee while I sought out a table away from other customers in case of any lingering odours. We sat watching the cable cars swaying upwards in their unceasing circuit of transportation, talking over the events of the day.

“I always said you were a bit of a pisshead!” Lin said.

“Ha, ha! Very funny!” I snapped.

Changing the subject I asked her which of the campsites we passed on the way up she fancied.

“One close to town so we can walk in for a meal tonight,” she replied.

“Good idea,” I agreed.

Showered and refreshed, not to mention sweet smelling, I returned to the van pleased to see that in my absence Linda had done all the hard work of setting up camp and even made us a mug of tea. We sat watching the reddening sun brush the mountain peaks on its way to a glorious sunset, reminiscing on the day’s sights and events. The sheep in the next meadow were settling down ready for the approaching night. After the hectic day, we decided Potes could wait until the morning. We had plenty of food and drink in store and a quiet night in would be just right. A pleasant evening was had sitting, sipping, nibbling and nattering while the moon slowly rose over the mountains into the star-filled sky. Better viewing than any television set could offer. As the evening turned chilly we moved inside the van for a hot chocolate and a game of Scrabble, which as usual, Lin won.

We never had trouble sleeping on this trip. It was probably the wine, but I like to think it was because our heads were full of the happy thoughts of the day’s events. Even bad weather days were good because here it was so relaxed and different to the routines of home. We loved it.

♦

The cool fragrant mountain air drifted in through the roof vent, waking me gently from a deep sleep. It was darker than usual, the high peaks stopping the low sun from illuminating us in the early morning. I made us a cup of tea and we lay in bed reading. Not a bad life.

Eventually up and dressed we walked into town to pick up some fresh rolls for breakfast. The town was fairly quiet even though it was getting on for 11 a.m. We brought some, still warm, rolls and strolled around town, peering into very old, quaint shop fronts that looked as though they would have been at home in the high Andes of Peru. After half an hour wanderings, pulling chunks off of the still warm bread and enjoying the taste as we went, it became apparent that lovely as the town was, we had pretty much seen most of it in this one short walk.

Coming from the seaside, we are naturally drawn to the coast, and don’t like to be away from the sea for too long. So it was decided that we would head back down the mountains to the pretty town of San Vicente de la Barquera, which we had noticed on the way up here.

So far on this trip I had not really had a decent swim. The sea was still quite cold, but I was hoping the recent sunny spell might have warmed the Atlantic up to a bearable temperature. I love to swim and some of the beaches on this stretch of coast are simply breathtaking, and I longed to sample them, and enjoy the clean waters.

Once more we set off to pastures new. The road did not seem quite so rough on the return trip perhaps because our 1800cc engine was not labouring loudly behind us this time. It was certainly a lot cheaper for fuel, as we travelled mile after mile out of gear and coasting downhill (yes, I know its illegal in this country, but we were in Spain).

Rounding a curve in the road, we could see in the distance the pull in where the mountain spring was, and surprisingly it was empty.

“Come on. We have those two empty spare water carriers in the back. Let’s fill them up with this stuff,” I said to Linda.

“Good idea,” she said.

I pulled off into the lay-by and stopped. It would give the hot brakes a chance to cool off and regain their efficiency. With Pooh parked up and the brakes making tinging noises as the hot metal cooled, we rooted about in the back to find any suitable water containers. It was a hot day. I had not thought about a funnel to catch the cascading waters and as I held the containers up, I got completely soaked. Lin, of course, who was watching from a safe distance, doubled up with laughter. When the large containers were full, I filled a couple of our small empty drinking bottles that we keep in the cab for swigging on the move. Passing one to Lin we took a drink, Yuck! It was horrible, tasting of metallic chemicals with overtones of dung!

No doubt this water had some medicinal benefits but as a drink it was foul! We emptied all the containers out. They would need to be rinsed out at the next site, and stowed away again. Next time we would taste the spring waters first, and bear in mind that local tastes, do not always coincide with ours, but at least the brakes had cooled off.

Coasting down the twisting road, the blue of the sea was visible between the peaks in the distance. The brightening sun made the water shimmer and we knew we were right to head back to the coast. San Vicente is an attractive looking town when you enter from the south east end via a long low old arched stone bridge with an ancient gothic church perched on the hillside, presiding over the town.

The campsite was on the outskirts of town by the approach to the bridge, a spit of land jutting into the bay with grassy sand dunes and pine trees leading up to the waters edge. The site had a number of pitches right on the waterfront between the trees. Beautiful. Unfortunately these places had been snapped up weeks ago by the long-term campers who come to a good site like this and use it as a touring base for the season.

We found a shady spot under the pines in an isolated position. There were a few kids around in some of the busier pitches. Kids are fine, but we were here for peace and quiet. The bay was just visible from our table and chairs, if you looked between a caravan and a huge American-style motor home, complete with satellite dish and its own generators. If you are going to camp and take all the comforts of home with you, it makes you wonder if it’s worth leaving home in the first place. Maybe if we got to know them, they would let us watch Coronation Street if we asked them nicely. Joking! Hmm, I wonder if they’ve got any marmite? There were also some nice spots to take a picnic down by the water, luckily inaccessible for camping vehicles. Otherwise they doubtless would be occupied too.

We went for an exploratory stroll before dinner along the old bridge into town. It was very old in parts with small shops nestling in between the ramparts. Lin suggested climbing up to the ancient church, but I thought it was a bit optimistic in the time we had before dark, so we settled for, you guessed it, a beer in one of the quaint cafes. It was time to get the old black hat out again.

Next morning we drove into the town’s supermarket to gather a few supplies and to refuel ready for departure the next morning, I won’t bore you with yet another supermarket sweep but on this foray we did discover Don Simon wine cartons. Now this wine comes in orange juice-type cardboard waxed cartons of one litre size, priced then at about fifty pence a go, and we could both remember Lin’s mother somewhere along the line saying what a nice good value wine this was. Well, we thought the super market had mis-priced them, so we piled seven or eight (we didn’t want to arouse suspicion by getting dozens in one go) cartons into the trolley and headed for the checkout. Pulling out of the car park we talked of how we could stock up for the next few weeks of wine supplies at a quarter of the normal out lay and being cartons they are lighter and easier to store in the van.

When we got back to the site it was still only 10:45. Curious, as I was to taste the Don Simon cartons, this was too early even for me. Breakfast and Bucks Fizz is acceptable, but bread and wine before noon, nah, I don’t think so! After a traditional breakfast of rolls and coffee Lin had a list of pre-move-on chores to do, namely the endless round of clothes washing, followed by the ironing. I should at this point like to say that we as a couple do work very well together. In the normal home routine, I do all the food shopping and the cooking, sandwich making for work and fifty percent of the cleaning. Lin does all the laundry and ironing (thank God, I’m useless) and in keeping with most womenfolk, ninety-nine percen of the decision-making! Someone has to have their sensible head on now and again.

So leaving Linda to the laundry, I set about readying Pooh for the next leg. We tentatively planned maybe one more week in northern Spain, preferably in a beach resort, before moving on to Portugal. It only took a few minutes to check Pooh’s various fluid levels and ensure the good old girl was up to the next stage of the adventure.

Now I have mentioned before my pre-occupation with lists and planning, but 1 also have this tendency to disappear for hours on end with a notebook (that’s the old-fashioned paper notebook, not the mega bucks electronic type I am currently pounding away at). I would collect up the wallet, notebook, pen, map book, and calculator and retire to a suitable bar and see if our finances were on budget (invariably not) and work out the route map for the next stage of the voyage.

I think Lin understood that this was my way of getting my own space for a while. Now we are more que simpatico than most couples but even so you do need to escape, for a short time now and again. You must be compatible to live hour by hour in a small metal box for weeks on end without a major falling out. My calculations also included the duration of the trip based on remaining cash, and our return date was getting nearer all the time.

Whilst we are on the mechanics of the trip, some of you more experienced travellers out there must be wondering why on earth given our travel dates, we are going this way around. That is doing northern Spain in the tepid early summer and southern Spain in the blistering heat of August. This just goes to prove our green-ness as seasoned travellers.

Linda’s mother and father own various timeshare weeks in Benalmadena on the Costa del Sol, which they are visiting in the first week in September, and we thought it would be nice to round off the trip with a week of luxury in a 5-star resort before heading home.

Forget the fact that we spent weeks in the wet north and sleepless nights in the heat of the south to join up with them for a week of luxury, that due to shrinking finances we never had any way. Awh Nuts. Zoom back to northern Spain. Two half litres of San Miguel later our accounts were up to date, our ETA back home revised to mid-September (so far).

By now the laundry would be done and the Don Simon chilled. Some of you might be wondering how in an old VW camper we could chill white wine? Now while most modern camper vans would have a twelve-volt⁄mains⁄gas fridge as standard equipment our old 1978 Pooh bus had no such luxuries. I had, on a visit to a camping centre back home, purchased one of those twelve-volt travelling cool boxes, which if plugged into the cigar lighter and the van driven for eight hours reduced the cool box temperature by one degree. Yes, in other words it was useless. Ninety quid down the drain. But if you purchased a carton of orange juice from the site shops, and asked if you could leave it in their freezer overnight and collect it in the morning, well this would chill your wine and perishables for a good thirty-six hours. Live and learn.

Catching up with Lin, who was wandering around the site looking for me, I said, “Let’s test that wine!”

And we set off back to the van for an afternoon beverage followed by the good old siesta.

The wine, well what can I say. For 50p a litre, great, vintage stuff, but as I suspect you already may have guessed it was CRAP! Sadly it tasted as one would expect a 50p wine to taste, thus confirming my suspicions that my mother-in-law wouldn’t know a good glass of wine from a pint of bulls piddle (no offense, Jean). However, in Don Simon’s defence, if you knew how to drink it, it is a great value wine. The secret is…With lemonade or tonic water, as the basis of sangria or a spritzer, it is a superb low cost basis of a good drink in a hot climate. Oh that we could buy it at home at these prices. Having tested red, white and rose cartons we were not much good for anything else that day, and to San Vicente I apologise, we never did get to see your church or explore all your ancient byways, but as MacArthur said, “We will return” or was that Schwartzenegger’s, “I’ll be back,” we hope. Nice quaint town, well worth a visit.

We slowly dragged ourselves awake the following morning, the taste testing having taken its toll. Two coffees each later we set about getting ready to depart. I was determined to find an idyllic site on a quiet beach to spend some serious sunbathing and swimming time. The sun was beaming down and looked set for a while (this was Spain after all). Why should the sun not shine for a few continuous days?

After packing up (slowly) we moved off, hoping to find a lovely site, undiscovered by the other long-term travellers. We decided to do thirty odd miles quickly and then start darting into the small bays that we could see on our large-scale map, to find the perfect port of call for a week’s stay.

Three hours later, the small resort of San Pedro seemed to fit the bill. On the main coast road nestled the small town, a few shops, a supermarket, a couple of bars and half a kilometre down to the beaches was a small campsite. Now this site had just about all you could want in an on the beach site. Good clean toilets, a small shop with good-sized pitches and it was nearly deserted. Perfect. It was set in a U-shaped bay with towering green cliffs to each side and a small hedge separated the site from the clean sandy beach.

There was a zigg-zagging road up the eastern side of the bay, which would provide excellent exploration potential in the coming days. I was tired of continually moving on and said to Linda, “I’m going to pay for a week in advance, and here we will stay.”

Tempting fate or what!

We set up camp prepared, for a full week’s stay, then went off to explore the town. We found the baker’s and a supermarket ready for the morning, then on to the serious business of deciding on our local bar. Not a hard choice as there was only one open all day. Now we were on holiday, and the traditional way of doing things was to go out late until the early hours. Now try as we might we could not get our body clocks to fit in with this. Midweek or weekend come 10:30 we were knackered, and fit for nothing. I think you need to be young or have a family tradition of staying up late to appreciate this way of life. It’s in the genes.

Settling ourselves in a table by the window we ordered a couple of beers and proceeded to discuss our excellent fortune at having found such a good spot to set up camp for a week. The one other customer in the bar uttered something to the barman who picked up the TV remote and switched from the comforting English of Euro news to a…Bullfight…well each to their own but this did tend to put us off our beer a bit, so supping up, we retired.

A paddle in the slowly warming seas was all we needed to restore our goodly disposition, and we returned to the van for a barbecue and another round of Scrabble.

We had neighbours. Another older VW bus had set up camp just behind us. It’s amazing how the Volkswagens tend to flock together, almost as if they had minds of their own, regardless of nationality. A charming young Dutch couple called Alex and Tinneke, I think, owned this yellow and white van. We introduced ourselves to each other after dinner and invited them over for a coffee. They both said they would prefer a proper English cup of tea if we had it. No problem.

We found out from them that they were on the way back to Holland after having done the reverse of our planned journey. We picked their brains for places to visit and I seem to remember they even gave us their Lonely Planet Guide to Portugal. Lovely people.

They gave us special directions to a town and a specific restaurant on the west coast of Portugal. We had a great night chatting about the wonders of travel. Wine flowed, and Dutch cigars and French brandy came out as faculties failed. Gifts were exchanged, English tea for Dutch cigars, one of our better deals, and addresses exchanged, I think we even sent Christmas cards for a couple of years. Nice couple. Shame they were just passing through.

Yeah! A pre-breakfast swim, albeit a bit chilly, one of my holiday dreams. The sun was shining. Alex and Tinneke had headed off towards their flat homeland early in the morning, I knew they never drank as much as we did, still who does? All was right with the world as we sat in the morning sunshine, fresh bread and hard-boiled eggs, orange juice and sweet pastries for late breakfast⁄brunch.

OK, it’s time the bikes had a decent run. Knowing we had the welcoming sea to refresh us on our return, I said to Linda, “Let’s go up the winding road at the side of the bay and see where it takes us.”

“Fine,” she said. “But fill up the water bottles as we don’t know where we may end up.”

“Good idea,” I said. Although I suspected it would be a bar of some description.

The road up was not quite as tough as I had expected. We took it slowly and had sixteen gears to play with. I think we used every one of them at some stage. Snaking round the final bend to the summit, we found an old bench seat. A well-deserved rest was most welcome. The view over the coast was quite spectacular from this height: rocky coves disappearing into the distance, seabirds wheeling overhead. We just sat and soaked it all in.

The road levelled out and led to a small hamlet of surprisingly modern looking houses. Passing through and just using my senses to guide us. The map did not show these small side roads. We planned on doing a large circle and ending up back in the town.

With the sun behind us we rode on towards town. I noticed a small sign for San Miguel beer out of the corner of my eye. This was enough to have me screeching on the brakes. My God this sounds awful. We really must endeavour to cut back. Aw, what the hell! We were on holiday, the timeless excuse.

The bar, if you could call it that, looked just like someone’s house with a room turned into a bar leading on to a small terrace surrounded by exotic looking trees and shrubs. It was very sweet, kind of in keeping with the nature of the area. A friendly young lady came out into the garden and asked what we wanted. I think she was a bit surprised to see customers outside of the normal lunch hours or main tourist season. She returned with two large glistening glasses of San Miguel. Obviously she did not understand my attempt to order one large and one small beer. I’m sure Lin could cope though.

Sitting there in the leaf-dappled sunshine Linda suddenly leapt up. “Look there’s a lemon on that tree.”

“What did you expect?” I said. “Kippers?”

Immediately feeling ashamed of my sarcasm and spoiling the moment. But it was true this was the first time that we had actually seen something this exotic just growing in normal surroundings. It was one of those memorable sights captured forever in both our memories. I told you we were sad!

Holding hands, we walked back up to the bikes and continued on our way back to town, where we stopped for refreshment at the bullfight bar as we came to call it. This being our second visit, and the owner, suspecting he had a pair of free-spending alcoholics on hand, welcomed us warmly and turned the television over to Euro news. Two beers each and a bowl of olives later, nice touch the way they nearly always give you a free nibble, we wobbled back down the track to the site. It was midafternoon, sun shining and I was going to get my warm swim at last.

We lay in the gently lapping surf in a few inches of water, looking up at the rising green banks either side of the sheltered cove, warm sunshine giving shimmering reflections in the clean blue-green water. All was right with the world. We swam and frolicked like children in our own private beach. Some locals would come to swim after the working day. Until then the golden sands were ours alone.

That evening we stayed by the van with a bottle or two of wine, local sausages on the barbecue a heap of fresh local salad and a hunk of bread, a dash of olive oil. Lovely. We sat out for ages, watching the moon rise and the curtain of silver twinkles coming out to play. I hoped tomorrow would be a repeat of today’s events.

At three o’clock in the morning, God decided to empty a sack of marbles on to our roof. That’s what it sounded like anyway. The rain came down so hard that I had to shut the skylight. The rebounding drops were leaping through the gap!

It can be quite nice camping in heavy rain, you feel, sort of close to nature and the elements while at the same time being warm, dry and cosy. As long as it stopped by morning, we didn’t mind. The sun would be out and our plans back on.

The Green Coast of northern Spain is not green for nothing, as well as rich fertile soil, lashings of water was required, and we were getting a month or two’s worth in one go. Trapped in the van, the pleasure of Scrabble and playing cards was wearing very thin. I was starting to worry that the van would get bogged down in the mud. Not that we were going anywhere. I had stupidly paid a week’s fees in advance.

This goes totally against the advantages of camping. That is if the weather is bad, you can, up sticks, and follow the sun, lesson learned. The old lady running the campsite office had so far failed to utter a single word of English, so we needed to pen a letter, in Spanish, pleading for a refund so that we could escape this constant downpour.

“Come on,” I said. “We have been cooped up here all day. Let’s take the dictionary and phrase book to our friendly bar and try to compose a pitiful letter to get our refund!”

“I knew you could not last the day without visiting a bar!” Linda replied, grabbing her waterproofs.

Two hours later we meekly entered the office and handed our offering to the matriarch, in which we pleaded our need for adventure and sunshine. She smiled, lighting up her whole face. Our great efforts seemed to touch a nerve. She nodded her head and rifling in the till, gave us back a full refund, then wrote down what we owed her for our actual time. After a bit of mime she understood that we did not want to leave until the morning, mud willing. I will not assume in future that a stern Spanish exterior holds a stern heart. She probably thought we were mad anyway for booking in for a week at this unpredictable time of year.
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Salt Cod and Royal Crowns

The incessant drumming on the fibreglass roof confirmed the fact that the rain continued to pour from the dark grey skies. It was just after 6:30 a.m. and we had been hoping for a window of good weather to pack away all the camping gear, and more importantly, the awning tent itself. I toyed with the idea of leaving it on the interior floor of the van, but thought as it dried out, the condensation throughout the van would be terrible. So we would have to battle with its wet acres of material and stuff it as best as possible into its bag.

A large mug of tea was the first order of the day. Lin set about this task while I thought about the route and the order of stowage. Sounds like some sort of royal award. Breakfast could wait until we were on the move and passing a baker’s or supermarket.

My main worry was getting the van onto the tarmac road twenty yards away through the soft mud of the pitch. We had brought a couple of reed mats to use on the beach for sunbathing, ha ha, and I wondered if they would be of use. They had already been showing their versatility by being put over the windscreen to keep the sun off, what there was of it, and keep the inside cool.

While thinking all this through, I had my first cigarette of the day, much to Lin’s disgust. It was still a bit early for her. I still had a few packs of Silk Cut Ultra Low from the ferry that I use to kick-start the lungs before moving on to the Spanish fags. Les had told us about Royal Crown an English blend of local cigarette that all the ex-pats smoke. They tasted all right, but were a bit strong for early morning. Incidentally we are both now non-smokers who cannot even abide the smell of them, so much so we rarely even go to the pub now, believe it or not.

The moment could be put off no longer. Not for the first time, our waterproof smocks were pulled from their stuff sacks and pulled over our heads, the sliding door was thrown open and we set about stowing the chairs, etc. in through the van, not wanting to go outside to the tailgate until the last moment. We fought with the sodden awning eventually getting it to sort of fit into its bag and along with the mud-covered ground sheet. We managed to hoist them onto the mini roof rack above the front seats. Pooh sighed noticeably. The wet gear seemed to weigh twice as much as normal. All that remained were the two bikes. I wheeled them over to the tarmac road to be loaded on when on firm ground. The Volkswagen has the engine sitting over the rear driving wheels, great for solid ground, but in mud you need as light a load as possible. The wet awning would counter-balance this a bit.

I folded the reed mats over in half lengthwise and jammed them in front of the rear wheels in a vain hope of gaining traction. Opening the cab door, I leant in and started Pooh’s engine. I was going to let her warm up properly before attempting to leave. We walked to the office to thank our hostess and say farewell. I told Linda to wait in the dry to keep weight down. If looks could kill, the señora seemed not to understand this and was I am sure convinced she would soon be phoning her husband to bring the tractor.

I got back into Pooh and gave her a pat on the dashboard and said, “Come on, old girl. You want to get to the sunshine as much as we do.”

She was ticking over sweetly and I slipped her into first gear and using very few revs, the surest way to dig in was to rev up and spin the wheels, I eased out the clutch. She gave a lurch, shot one of the mats out from under her wheels, but she was moving. Keeping up the momentum without spinning the wheels we crept for solid ground.

“Yeah! Sunshine here we come!” I screamed.

Picking up the bikes and Linda, I draped our sodden coats over the back seat and started off towards the town.

“Roger!” Lin cried. “We’ve left i?ogrerrock behind, please go back for him?” Lin pleaded.

Now you may think (yet again) we are mad, but Roger had become part of our team, and he was a useful shape.

“OK. I will!” I said.

Pulling up sharply, not bothering with a coat, I dashed for the pitch to retrieve Roger. Jumping back in the van, I put him between our seats to dry.

“Oh, thank you,” Linda said.

I was now totally convinced the watching señora would think we were raving loonies.

We headed, relieved, for the main coast road. We had about three hundred miles to cover today, June 25, a Saturday. Good, no lorries. We would fill up with fuel before turning south across the mountains. The disadvantage of Saturday travel was that many garages would be closed. Pushing on, the big towns of the north rolled by. Gijon, Luarca where we topped off with petrol and bought some filled rolls to see us through, still it poured. Thirty miles on we turned south and headed up the valleys, a good road thankfully, towards Lugo and the Portuguese border.

One of the nice people we had met previously, or was it one of Linda’s old work colleagues? Memory’s gone blank again. Anyhow, someone had told us of friends they had who had opened a restaurant in Lugo, but we had too far to go to stop and look them up. Besides we looked as bedraggled as tramps until we could find a site and dry out.

Now a Volkswagen bus is a wonderful vehicle, spacious, reliable and cheap-ish to run. But the air-cooled engine provides the worst de-mister and heating system imaginable. With all the wet gear we had inside, not to mention ourselves, the windows provided Lin with a constant job of wiping off with a tea towel, wringing it out in the sink and starting all over again.

The grey never-ending drizzle continued hour after hour, as did the never ceasing climb upwards. Pooh just kept slogging away at forty miles per hour for the rest of the morning and into early afternoon. According to the map we were passing deep lush green valleys with large lakes in the centre. All we could see for fifty yards were grey mist and drizzle.

Eventually the road started to level out and all of a sudden we were coasting down the southern side of the mountains and, yes, the mists started to lift and the road ahead was dry. Yippee! Just to show you how long and high we had climbed, we coasted, for twelve, yes, twelve miles before I had to engage gear again.

It was past 6 p.m. when we crossed the Portuguese border. We were on an old road that narrowed to a central gatehouse with one lane both sides and high walls lining the roads. A formidable frontier in its day, now sadly unmanned thanks to entering the European Union. Perhaps if they still patrolled the borders Europe would be a better place?

We were heading for Caminha the first coastal town in Portugal. We had picked out a site in the foothills above the town on the site of an old mill. In this instance the Alan Rodgers Guide was a handy tool, giving precise directions to what could have been a hard place to find.

Turning into the site, there was a lay-by on the right for new arrivals. We stopped and gratefully stretched our legs before going to the site office. A matronly looking woman welcomed us in good English, asking how long we wanted to stay.

“Until Monday,” I replied.

“No problem,” she answered.

Directing us to fill in the forms and hand over our passports. We learned in later years that you could get a camping carnet for a small fee from the big camping and motoring organisations that you handed over instead of your precious passports. Live and learn.

A pretty millstone sat in front of the office and we drove around it into the site to choose our pitch, as is often the way in low season. We found a nice spot with low flowering shrubs hedges on three sides, giving some seclusion. The evening scent was wonderful. This helped to remind us that we had not eaten for eight hours. Not wanting to bother cooking on our first Saturday night in Portugal, I went in search of the manageress.

“Good fortune is with us,” she said.

A minibus would be calling in fifteen minutes to take campers to a local restaurant set in a cave, traditional food and entertainment, only £11 each. It was now 8 p.m. and there were no other eateries in walking distance, so I bought two tickets, for which Linda reprimanded me. Well over budget. I did not care. It was past eight and withdrawal symptoms were setting in. Well, possibly. Anyway I needed to relax, eat and have a drink, or two.

The evening was an experience. You know when you go on a package tour and you buy a ticket for the local, traditional, evening from the holiday rep, that it is going to be a, well not disaster, but enjoyed shall we say by a certain type of holidaymaker. Snobs. I hope we are not, but this evening had a very high cringe factor as far as the entertainment went. A troupe of local teenage school children performed traditional dances in national dress to a quartet of, presumably local musicians. Actually this was quite good and a well-earned round of applause went up. This first act was to accompany our first course of a quite good fish soup, the first I’d ever tasted. The free wine flowed well, especially into my glass. It was a pretty good new green wine of the area served in large one litre flagons, replenished as if by magic, by a rather attractive serving wench.

The second food course was a fisherman’s pie made with salt cod, one of the food staples of northern Iberia. We later learned that there is a different salt cod dish for every day of the year. Next to appear on stage was a rotund, balding comedian, who did his entire script in Portuguese. Now considering the audience was made up entirely of non-Portuguese, Dutch, Brits, and a few Aussies for the most part, a non-multi-lingual comedian was a bit of a flop.

The main course was a bland meat and potato offering. Beef, goat, who knows. The wine was kicking in. An aging temptress was singing, no wailing, the most mournful, sad dirge we had ever heard. This popular type of singing here, called Fado, is a very, very acquired taste. You have been warned! Sorry, Portugal. You are lovely warm people, but musically, an acquired taste. Or were we just unlucky? Dessert consisted of that old favourite, creme caramel, loved by many, hated by some, including Linda, so I ate two. And the temptress wailed on. Stumbling back into Pooh, thankfully with bed readied by Lin, when I went to get the tickets, we collapsed into a deep sleep. It had been a very long day.

Waking around 9 a.m., late for us, but we were nearing the Med, and determined to adopt the local body clock timetable of later everything, I made the tea and we settled back for an hour’s lay in and a read of our books. Luckily we had brought a good few with us. While we sat outside the van with a second cup of tea, the peace was disturbed by a large number of children, running around shouting and screaming as children do, bless ‘em.

I said to Lin, “I think we will move on tomorrow. It’s a bit noisy here, and I don’t think it’s worth setting up the awning for one day, so let’s have a restful day.”

“I agree,” Lin replied.

We unloaded the bikes from the rack, and filled the water bottles, with a good day’s ride envisaged. Yet again our map did not provide a small enough scale to show the tiny lanes surrounding our campsite, but I like to think, and in fairness do usually, have a good sense of direction. I figured about five miles to do a circular tour down to, through the town and back up to the campsite.

Off we went heading south, coasting slightly downhill. Very pleasant. We saw a small village with children playing football while the elders were in church (it’s Sunday), a bridge over a small river, more children fishing. Tranquillity reigned. We rode through sun-dappled woods. As it was all down hill we never noticed how far we had come, not thinking it would be all be uphill returning to camp.

The coast came to greet us at the end of a small rutted track, a wide sandy beach with sparse pine trees leading into the dunes. A good road, the main coast road presumably, appeared to lead back into town. Close to the town centre we saw a sign for a camping ground pointing to the beach, we decided to check it out.

The site had a large field between the pines and the dunes, and you just chose a piece of ground and pitched up. The beach was only a stone’s throw away, and the central toilet⁄shower block was acceptable. Portugal’s facilities were always not quite as good as in France but on a par with most of Spain.

We got back on our bikes and headed for the town, thankfully not too far away. As we rode through the main street a car honked loudly and Lin screamed, “Oh God!”

I thought she had been knocked over, but no she was cycling down the middle of the road, preventing the impatient local from overtaking her.

“Lin,” I said. “You must ride tight into the right hand kerb, to allow the traffic to overtake.”

“He nearly had me off of my bike. I’ve had enough. I want to go home!” Linda screeched, throwing down her bike and walking away.

How she intended to get home remains a mystery to this day, but she was having a wobbly, and I had to calm her down. It occurred to me later that with Linda’s field of vision this must of at times been quite a frightening ride for her. She is so capable that one tends to forget how little she can see.

Sometimes I feel a right shit. So it was then. I ran after her to placate her and said, “We’re nearly there!”

“Liar!” she shrieked. But she had the beginning of a smile on her face.

She then followed me to retrieve her bike. Twenty yards on we turned into the most wondrous town square and everything was fine again.

A supermarket was in the entrance to the square and surprisingly on a Sunday, it was open. I was curious to have a look around and see how much cheaper our supplies would be now we were in Portugal. Browsing around the aisles, it became clear that local produce was very cheap, staples, on a par with Spain, but toiletries and so called luxury goods, shower gel, shampoo etc. were an arm and a leg. It was clear we might need to re-cross the border for a shopping expedition. Leaving the store empty handed, much to the cashier’s disgust, we returned to the light and the waiting square.

Now this square was all that one could hope for in a small town square. Parts of the old-walled fortifications remained, a fifteenth century clock tower and a wonderful ornate fountain was in the square’s centre. Not to mention a handful of bar⁄cafes in the four sides of the square to provide sun or shade throughout the day as required.

Seating ourselves at a shady table on the south side of the square, we were quite hot and bothered by this time. We ordered two beers. To be honest we did not really know how to order anything other than beers or coffee, so we stuck with this. It is the British way. Death rather than appear foolish to a foreign waiter. Silly aren’t we? A cool lemonade would have gone down a treat, rather than the beers.

Cooled and on the second beer, they are only 25 CLs, quarter pints to you and me. Why in such hot climates do they serve such small measures? A pint would not have touched the sides.

Now I know that we have not mentioned smoking too much so far, but in 1994 we were addicts, big time, but with my family history of bad chests, I could only smoke certain brands.

Now our Spanish stocks of Royal Crowns were running low, so when I saw a tobacconist’s shop next to the bar, I was relieved.

“Just going to get some fags, won’t be a minute,” I said to Linda.

There were hundreds of brands on the shelves, all unrecognizable! I was devastated. The shopkeeper asked what I wanted, or so I guessed, and I tried to say I wanted English cigarettes. He disappeared into the back and produced a few packs of Peter Styvesant. I had smoked these before so was quite relieved. Returning to Linda I suggested we try one each. I coughed all the way through, but Linda seemed to enjoy hers.

“Damn!” I said. “We will have to return over the border to stock up on Royal Crowns for the next month, or until we reach the tourist southern areas.”

Giving up was not an option at that time, silly boy. I could have bought a place in the sun with what we have spent on fags since then.

The square was a fantastic place for getting the old black hat out again. On a Sunday, church was the order of the day, but then family took over. The whole family would gather for lunch at home or in a restaurant, young children, even two year olds, impeccably behaved, unruliness quashed at an early age, and society the better for it.

The day was coming to a close before we knew it, a still substantial and wobbly ride to go, and all slightly uphill. We bid good-bye to newfound acquaintances. Finding new friends was surprisingly easy. If you heard English spoken in a bar, you said hello. Mounting our bikes we headed into the sunset, towards the campsite, and a scratch dinner of whatever was left.

Tomorrow would require a quick foray back to Spain for fags and whatever else was cheaper that side of the border, which surprisingly was a great many things.

Awakening early with the bright sunshine, we decided that this site was a bit too far out of town, and noisy with children. So we would break camp, go back into Spain and restock. Then with luck we could get a nice pitch close to town on the seaside camping ground. Caminha was a lovely place and we did not wish to move on just yet. The weather held and it felt right to stay on a bit longer.

Driving back up the river estuary that separates Spain and Portugal was a pretty journey. We had been in such a hurry to get to a campsite the first time that we did not take in the scenery, or the difference between Spanish and Portuguese roads. On this side of the border the roads were of a much lower standard, rough and sometimes with huge potholes in the surface. The most unsettling feature of these strips of roadway though, were the large number of dead road kills left to rot in the gutter: cats, dogs and many assorted creatures in between. The locals seemed to have little regard for pets, or road sweepers come to that. As a nation of pet lovers, it upsets us to see such sad sights, but we must remember, beasts out here are tools. Animals must earn their keep to be valued. The way it has always been here. No doubt the more affluent areas are adopting our soft, pet-loving attitudes, but these will take a long time to filter through to rural communities.

Crossing the river at the first main bridge, we found the Spanish town of Tui and a fair-sized supermarket in the high street and yes, yes a tobacconist next door. Hooray! Speaking to the gentleman behind the shop counter, I don’t think we were the first tourists to retrace our steps in search of known cigarette brands.

Jackpot! Royal Crowns and one carton of Silk Cut. Now this is where Lin and I fall out. Linda is always saying that we should cut back on smoking, I agree in principle, but it never happens. So when I said, “We should buy the Silk Cut and 1000 Royal Crowns to see us back into southern Spain (optimistic estimate anyway)!”

She said, “We might have given up by then. Just get 400!”

“I don’t think that is likely. Can you imagine the mood I will be in if I run out of decent fags in Portugal?”

I think she knew it was a losing battle and agreed to the full quota. The main business done, we stowed our tobaccos and made for the supermarket.

1 seemed to have developed a knack for leaving my shower gel in the washrooms on campsites and no matter how quickly Lin reminded me to run back for it, it had always vanished. Thus it was we stocked up with a month’s worth of toiletries and assorted women’s things, and after topping up with the slightly cheaper fuel, bade farewell to Spain yet again.

We found ourselves a superb pitch on the beach in the campsite, under some trees for shade, thirty yards from the washrooms and only a stone’s throw from the sandy beach. Roger came into his own again to hold down our table. He was becoming part of the family and I was glad I went back to rescue him. Neither of us thought it was worth struggling with the soaking awning for a night or two. It might have dried out by itself by the next destination.

On the next pitch was yet another aging VW surf bus, owned by a pair of touring Australians doing the grand tour. Nice couple. We shared a few beers and swapped tales once or twice over the next couple of days and yet again we inherited another guide book for Portugal, as they were heading north. Wasn’t everybody? Why did I get the distinct impression we were going the wrong way round?

By 1 p.m. we were set up and had consumed a couple of coffees.

“Time for a swim,” I said to Lin.

“Ill just watch and sunbathe,” she replied.

The beach was a long curve of golden sand, backed by dunes and pine trees. The waves, large Atlantic rollers, thundered to the shore. This was a popular surfing beach, hence all the Aussies, venturing to the racing surf, I was looking forward to cooling off. As I got in up to my knees the strong suction of the retreating wave nearly pulled me over, and the Atlantic was a lot colder than it looked. After a quick splash around at waist depth, trying frantically not to be pulled out to sea, I made my way back to the beach. Somewhere in Iberia there must be a good beach to swim on?

We found out later from our neighbours, that the time they all use surfing beaches for swimming was around the time of tide changes, when the undertow is at its weakest. Live and learn.

Early evening we had a short stroll to the beautiful square and donning black hats we watched the world go by and discussed the day’s events over a couple of beers, of course.

Next morning we wandered into town after breakfast to find the local post office to get some stamps for our weekly postcards to send home. Eventually, we found it, alongside the towns indoor market. After making ourselves understood in the post office, not an easy feat, we explored its neighbour.

Now most of you will have experienced these foreign markets, seen the wondrous produce and met the stallholders. Now, when you order fruit or veg in these places they can speak adequate English, up until it comes to the quantity. We only wanted two peaches, two plums and four bananas but ended up with a kilo of each. Well, they were gorgeous, so what the hell.

We also bought some of the regional speciality. Salt cod in its un-prepared state, resembles rough cardboard in a long two-foot length. We were not quite sure what to do with it. We had been told that when soaked and rinsed repeatedly you end up with fluffy white fish flakes, ideal for a fisherman’s pie or with a rich tomato sauce and pasta. So we brought a bag of pre-flaked pieces. In the meantime we stuffed it in the wardrobe for a rainy, very rainy day.

Armed with our stamps we wandered into the main square to find a shady spot for a coffee- yes, coffee-and to write our postcards. There is something very special about town squares. The modern designers tend to steer away from them. Big mistake. They are a focal point for community life and give many sad sacks, like me, a great observation point on human behaviour. Countless young people have donned their finest attire and promenaded in these squares for centuries to attract a kindred spirit to accompany them on the voyage of life.

Though I doubt that many of them consumed as much beer as the nomadic tourists of recent years. That’s the business to be in. Get yourself a brewery in the sun, reasonable hours, an ever-increasing market. Leave the twenty-two-hour days of bar ownership to the young and eager. Brew the beer, that’s the way to do it. All we need is a backer.

“Come on back to reality,” Lin said.

I was forever coming up with potential schemes to enable us to live out here for good. If, that is, we ever found the paradise place for us to hang our hats for more than a couple of days.

We found ourselves a hot-cooked chicken to go with a salad and a couple of good bottles of red wine that we had got from the market. It was time to move on again, but one day we will return to this very amicable town.

5

Fish Stew and Wooden Cockerels

Well, another day dawned. I won’t bore you yet again with all the routine of breakfast and packing up camp. You know it as well as we do by now. Suffice to say that it was another sunny day and we wanted an early start to seek out our next adventure, for once not driven on by the weather.

We had talked the night before, sitting in the square, of all the ancient places of beauty that inland Portugal had to offer. Braga an inland town with outstanding old buildings, and Barcelos, famed for its brightly coloured wooden cocks, sold in markets throughout the land. Now, I can tell you are intrigued, so I will relate the legend of the Barcelos cockerel as told to us one evening in a bar in town.

A Galician pilgrim, as he was leaving Barcelos en route to Santiago de Compostela, was accused of stealing silver from a landowner, and sentenced to death, by hanging. As a final plea to save himself, the prisoner requested a meeting with the judge, who was about to tuck into a meal of roast cockerel. The Galician vowed that as proof of his innocence the cockerel would stand up on the plate and crow.

The judge pushed aside his meal and ignored the plea. But as the prisoner was hanged, the cockerel stood up and crowed mightily. The judge, realizing his mistake, hurried to the gallows and found that the Galician had miraculously survived thanks to a loose knot. According to legend, the Galician returned years later to carve the Cruzeiro do Senhor do Galo, a wooden cockerel, now housed in the Museu Arqueologico in Barcelos.

That’s why the markets are now all full of gaily-painted wooden cocks, and where we were headed, a big market, we thought it worth a visit. Leaving Caminha it was immediately noticeable that the weekday commercial traffic was far in excess of what we had expected. Enormous dumper trucks seemed to be glued to our back bumper. We turned off for Barcelos, so did they. It was closer than I thought, heavily industrialized and quite unwelcoming. “Let’s push on inland to Braga and a bit more inland. We can see Barcelos on the way back,” I said to Lin. I could see she was not impressed by our current location and agreed readily.

Driving through a large town, it could have been Braga, you know my memory is not the best in the world, but it was somewhere we had picked out as a must see in the guidebook. The main old square took a bit of finding in the metropolis. Luckily a parking space became vacant just as we came by. Lin will tell you, I have always been a jammy bugger where parking spots are concerned, and unless I’m on my own then I can never find one!

We got out of Pooh bus and strolled over to a deep ravine, like a cleaver stroke through the centre of town, spanning this deep cut in the landscape was an ancient fortified bridge. The illusion was marred though by the heavy looking new buildings that intruded right up to the timeless stonework. It was then that we realized that the photographer who took the guidebook photo must have stood on one leg hanging over a ravine to get the shot, without including the modern blemishes.

I know there are some wonderful, gorgeous places inland in Portugal, but after the grotty drive here we decided to hot foot it back to the coast. Alex and Tenneke (northern Spain) had painted such a lovely picture of Aveiro, that was our destination and the friendly bistro and its delicious fish soup would be our reward tonight.

Now another big regret was that Aveiro was South of Porto, a truly beautiful city, which we had not really made plans about. Linda was asleep and I was not keen on big cities so, she slept on while Porto filled the rear view mirror. Now I would kick myself (as Lin did when she found out) but back then this was adventure enough, and cities a forbidding nightmare, to be avoided at all costs.

Aveiro was, I suspect, known as the Venice of Portugal, all towns with a few canals are known as the Venice of…Well, yes it did have a number of waterways surrounding the town, and a very pleasant town it was.

The Atlantic rolled in to a long straight strip of sandy beach stretching for many miles. Behind this was an area of inland canals and marshes teeming with wildlife and birds. The big campsite we had chosen was right on the beach and a short stroll from the village containing our recommended bistro. On the way to the site we had popped into this culinary establishment to introduce ourselves and book a table for this evening.

The young couple vaguely recalled Alex and Tenneke as we spoke of their recommendations and promised us the pick of the tables this evening. Having been in the trade for a fleeting couple of forays, I can understand how some customers get the impression of having made lifelong friends with a restaurateur after a couple of visits. Such is the nature of the game, and let’s face it if you feel special then he has done a good job. But it shows our naivete at that time to expect a couple of hardworking young people to roll out the red carpet because a couple of Brits who turn up on the recommendation of two Dutch people who passed through and had a good meal a fortnight ago.

We stayed for a beer and then departed for the campsite. The couple busy in the kitchen did not even see us leave. I should have gone with my instincts then and stayed away, but Lin was looking forward to fish stew.

The site was a large one, part of a national chain, Orbitur, tarmac roads with large marked pitches shaded by aspiring pines. The sandy beach was just across the way, behind a row of mature pines. There was a pool, a shop and bar with nightly entertainment, the kind of site we would normally avoid like the plague. A quick siesta would perk us up before dinner.

Then we recalled the sodden awning on the roof rack.

“Come on,” I said. “The awning will go mildew if we don’t get it up and dried!”

Forcing ourselves to climb out of bed we struggled into some old clothes for the work ahead. We fought with the canvas, trying not to soak ourselves from its dripping folds. It veritably steamed as we erected it. The sun would have it as good as new in thirty minutes, if a little smelly for a day or two. Since we were being energetic we set up the rest of the camp at the same time, empting the Porta Potti and topping up the fresh water tank. I set the batteries over to camping mode and we were at last set for a few days.

By now we were feeling famished. I was even looking forward to the famed fish stew. We showered and changed. By now the sun was edging down behind the dunes in a redden finale to the long day. It would be nice to eat in the cool of twilight. Entering the bistro we found a table with a view over the village.

We must have looked silly this afternoon making a booking. There was only one other couple in the place. The young waitress, recognizing us from earlier, came over grinning, I asked for a carafe of house white wine. No menus appeared. They knew we wanted fish stew.

Sipping the wine and chewing a fresh chunk of bread, I thought, How bad could this be? The chef came to our table clutching a large plastic bowl full of fish, some still wriggling! This might be the norm in Portugal but for me…Yuck! There were all kinds of fish in this yellow plastic bowl, mullet, flat fish and horrible eel-like creatures. Now I have a bit of a phobia about snakes, and eels are pretty similar. I now include eels in my pet hates.

Lin pointed to a few of the more normal looking occupants of the bowl and nodded to the chef, who left ‘Si-Si-ing ‘ to the kitchen.

“My God, give me the carafe,” I said to Linda, downing a large glass of wine in one. “I can’t eat that crap. I’ll throw up!” I whined at Lin.

“You must. You’ll offend them,” she replied.

“Waitress, more wine please, and keep it coming,” I yelped.

It arrived, in two earthenware bowls about a foot across. Yes, you guessed it, all the fish roughly chopped in a greyish liquid, heads and all. I think they had just taken the bowl, tipped it in the washing up water, got a large knife, had a quick hack, chucked in some herbs and dished it up.

I am sure lovers of seafood soups would go for this, maybe, but to have an eel’s head staring up at you as you ate his mates is not for the faint- hearted or faint-stomached. We scratched around and ate enough of the proper fish so as not to offend and thankfully left the rest pleading full stomachs.

Looking back, I am certain they were all in the kitchen, wetting themselves saying, “Look, they’re actually eating it!”

Suffice to say we did not go back again. Thankfully it was fairly cheap. I hope they felt guilty. I did look a bit green when I asked for the bill.

A surprisingly good night’s sleep later, we awoke to bright sunshine.

“We are having barbecued meat tonight. Woman, you can have what you like but it’s meat for me!” I moaned to my patient wife.

“Yes, dear, that’ll be nice,” she agreed.

Blimey!

The camp shop, with it’s screaming crowd of children clambering for ice creams, even at 10 a.m. was testing my hangover to the full. Strange how the loudest screams were in English though. A couple of rolls and cheese later we felt human. The strong black continental coffee helped too.

The semi-rusting bikes were dusted off for a venture into the surrounding wetlands, via the pretty township of Aveiro. A spray or two of WD40 saw the bikes fit to ride again. We set off for the town. We needed to find a bank to change up another wad of traveller’s cheques, another learning curve.

Now, we always put money into a bank account with a cash point card. So long as the card has one of those golden microchips embedded in it, you can withdraw cash in the remotest village. But with traveller’s cheques, if you changed a small one, you faced a minimum bank charge, if, as was slightly cheaper, you did a large amount at a time, you paid a percentage, sometimes, up to fifteen percent. Overall on our journey, we paid out £200 or more just to get local cash from traveller’s cheques. Bloody con really. Unless you get robbed of course, then they come into their own, but this was about the only mishap that did not befall us.

We had a lovely ride into town: low level houses, sweet little shops and a great butcher’s, where we picked up the most tasty looking pack of four plump pork chops with the kidneys left in, which incidentally, you can no longer buy in the UK apparently due to EU regulations. It never ceases to amaze me that on the continent, if a EU regulation goes against tradition, they ignore it, and never face any retribution from the authorities, yet we follow every tradition-breaking rule to the hilt as though our lives depended on it.

Leaving the town, we went back to the site to collect our carton of orange juice, deposited in the site freezer to chill. Getting back to the van we shoved the lot into our overworked and next to useless UK bought chill box.

The afternoon was spent on the windswept, but very sunny beach. Still though there were the huge Atlantic undertows, making swimming a constant battle to keep close enough to shore to stop being dragged out to the ocean depths. Lying on a sun-drenched golden-sanded beach could never be considered a hardship, particularly with a good book to fall asleep to. Slowly we were learning to chill, as the youngsters say. In the past few weeks we had experienced plenty of chill. For now the warm sunshine would suffice.

Just lying there, the sound of waves crashing on to the hot sands, sizzling and hissing as they retreat back to the depths of the Atlantic, the sun warming your back was mesmerizing. Knowing instinctively when to turn over, just before burning the skin just that bit too much, which would make falling asleep painful for days to come.

I am certain that the sun is a universal cure all. Even the common cold can be swiftly and miraculously dismissed by lying on a sun-drenched beach, or so it seems. When did you last hear somebody sneezing while sunbathing? With a good book and a cool supply of refreshing soft, yes soft drinks the hours can fly by as you bronze in unaccustomed heat, real escapism. The sand was soft and clean, litter free, a sign of a good local council. The debris sticking out of the sands often mars some resorts. This was a very pleasant beach to be reclined on.

Now Linda tells me that this very afternoon while relaxing on the beach a veritable goddess, blonde, tanned, slim, with an excuse for a bikini was sunbathing beside us. Apparently she asked me to rub suntan lotion on to her back…I can’t remember! Oh God! I’m sure this is a Linda wind up, but she insists it’s true, and was jealous at the time. Damn and blast my memory! If only we had a camera with us.

That evening the chops were wondrous, but I was too relaxed to care and the sunset slipped away with neither of us fully awake to appreciate it. This had been a real holiday day.

Another sunny morning dawned and an early morning frolic in the still pounding surf was the perfect way to blow away the cobwebs. Linda declined and settled for making the breakfast tea. Enlivened, I sat at the picnic table and after lighting the first cigarette of the day, suggested a long bike ride through the salt flats to see the wild fowl reserve and sights of the area.

Ten minutes from the campsite, after a roundabout, at which incidentally, half the rural population still believe that right of way goes to those coming on to the roundabout as in the old pre-European Union days while the other half of the drivers know that those already on it have right of way, this makes for very interesting driving out in the rural areas.

Where was I? Oh yes, ten minutes out of the campsite on the coast road was the most wonderful shopping area, a real haven for men. DIY, marine boatyard and camping shop all in one massive site. I could have stayed all day. Wonderful speed boats, the latest motor homes and I could even buy a fly swatter and some string! Male heaven! Thank God I did not at that stage have they credit card limits I now have. We would have been bankrupt! Ever since in my twenties when I briefly managed a night⁄come motor yacht club in Shoreham, I’ve yearned to have my own fast cruiser, one day…

Back on the bikes, Linda managed to drag me away. We pedalled south, alongside a canal on the left and rows of pretty multi-coloured wooden houses fronting on to the sandy dunes on the right. After an hour’s gentle ride the houses gave way to just the windswept dunes and the road turned into a path with salt marshes to the east. Very tranquil, just the swish of pedals and the crunch of tyres on rough tracks.

We rode for another half hour, expecting to find some sign of refreshment, but it was just getting more desolate, so we turned around and headed back to Aveiro, for a beer or two and a spot of people watching. Time to move on again. This was the advantage to camping, motor homes in particular. No ties. Been there, seen it, okay, move on, great. The weather was becoming stable and hotter all the time. Lots of lovely places to come. Let’s go.

Returning to camp we found our Aussie neighbours had departed. In their place was an English motor home, newer than ours but of a similar size, with a nice sunshade that unwound from a housing on the side of the van over the side door.

“I want one,” I said to Linda. “It’s a lot less work and more practical than our awning.”

“Ours was free,” Lin replied, bringing me back to reality.

We said hello to our new temporary neighbours, as one does. She was a larger than life character, a London cabbie on a sanity break with her husband and young child. Apologies for not recalling your names, but as you know by now…

Next morning we left our new-found neighbours and departed on the small coastal road heading south, just puttering around with no particular place in mind, just to see what fate threw up in our path. We had all the time in the world.
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Boardwalks and Marching Ants

We were vaguely heading for a large resort on the map called Figueroa da Foz, before heading on to Lisbon. Now here things get a bit confusing as to exact locations and lengths of stay, the gist of what we state are correct but the exact location is a bit of a guess. Now had I been a proper author at this stage, with a cash advance on the book, I would of course, have returned (like a shot) to the area to retrace our steps in order to give you, the reader, one hundred percent correct details. Should you get the chance, do go and see this Atlantic coast of Portugal, before it gets too commercialised. It is a beautiful part of the world.

We passed some wonderful bays with superb looking campsites, close to glorious beaches. Portugal is not a wealthy nation. Hence a larger than normal proportion of the populace has taken to camping in a big way. In Britain, France, and to some extent Spain, wealthy city dwellers buy a summer home of bricks and mortar. In Portugal, the ‘must have’ is a seaside camping pitch of thirty square metres into which you will pack all the comforts and appliances of home. We encountered this sort of thing time and again in Portugal, and this was out of season.

You would see campsites in the guidebooks with excellent locations and write ups, but when you got there, you found ninety percent of the pitches were permanent residential sites that you could not squeeze a fag paper between. This is not my idea of camping. Figueroa da Foz being a prime example. It has a beautiful horseshoe-shaped bay of golden sands, surrounded by beachside restaurants. Beautiful. The other side of the coast road, only five metres difference was a tangle of campsites packed to the gills with permanent camping pitches. If you could only view the campsite you would wonder if it was not some war torn refugee camp in the Middle East. Sad. Such potential, spoilt, or on the other hand, utilized, by the local populace. Which is right?

Suffice to say we had to stay at a site some two miles out of town, the advantage of which was that you had a swimming pool, or so you thought when you booked in, that was for your use. Hah. In a lot, if not most of the more rural campsites, the touring camper, for whom one supposes these sites were designed, has little say in the use of the pool. It is solely for the use of the staffs offsprings and their mates.

Having set up a quick camp, only planning for one night in this barren wilderness, and it was, no shops, town or any sign of life, except by the pool, for some miles, we decided that one night would be more than enough. Thankfully food and drink were more than catered for from the recently restocked larder in Pooh and an early night was all we sought from this hilltop campsite.

Early morning found us striving ever further south. Only an hour into the voyage we came into a newly emerging town, luxury apartment blocks being constructed behind a beautiful boardwalk- lined golden sandy beach. To top it all, a pine forested campsite at the northern end of the boardwalk, right by a beach front, bar, and restaurant. Perfect!

We drove into the pine forest site, cheap as well as deserted. A lovely spot was chosen close to the aforementioned restaurant. The ritual of setting up camp was carried out, quicker each time, and a post set up beer enjoyed, as was becoming a tradition. This appeared to be heaven found. At last, no other campers in sight, clean toilet⁄shower block a mere thirty yards away, shade for Pooh and a quiet, beautiful sandy beach with rotunda style bar⁄bistro all within easy strolls. Lovely. This would do for a good few nights, but lessons learned we would only pay for one day at a time.

After setting up camp, we grabbed our swim things and headed for the beach. We cavorted in the gentle swells, the massive Atlantic rollers having a well earned day off for a change. We don’t really swim, just splash about to cool off. I make a show of diving under the surface, and usually end up deaf for an hour for my trouble. But we are not serious distance swimmers although take us away from the coast and we are like fish out of water.

I think we could see one other couple about a hundred yards away. Great, but I could imagine at weekends you would be hard pushed to lay out a towel when all the city dwellers descend on the place.

Pulling on our T-shirts we strode up to the newly made wooden boardwalk, and yes, I had to sing a chorus of ‘Under the Boardwalk’, a popular hit at the time. I told you we are seriously sad, a term yet to be invented, but very fitting. At the end of said boardwalk was the rotunda bar. I call it rotunda because back in Brighton, Preston Park, to be precise is a round wooden cafe called the Rotunda Café, and they looked very similar.

Sitting down, we ordered a couple of beers and on impulse a couple of nibbles. Sometimes you just have to blow the budget. A dish of shell on prawns, with Rosemarie sauce and a basket of fresh bread and another dish of spicy chicken wings, were placed before us by the beaming waiter.

“Stop!” I said to Linda. “Don’t eat yet!”

“What’s wrong?” she askd.

“Nothing!” I replied. “This looks so nice that lager doesn’t do it justice. Finish the beer and I will get some cool wine to go with the food!”

I ordered a lovely bottle of Vinho Verde, more by luck than judgement, as at that stage my knowledge of wine was poor to pathetic, and it was to cost us dearly later in the voyage. We sat there finally for about three hours and two bottles of wine, enjoying the setting sun and studying the people of this newly formed township coming and going. It really was a nice day. Slightly wobbly on our return journey to Pooh, we went the long way round to try and sober up a bit, so we could have some more wine before retiring.

The site was just as quiet as when we left it. Why? It was heavenly. Maybe it was so new, nobody else knew about it yet? We sat in the van with a final bottle of red wine. Yes, we know, we are addicted to the fermented grape, and played yet more Scrabble, or was it thirteens? A great card game by the way.

By 1 lp.m. we were more than ready to retire, and with a coffee for Linda and a hot chocolate for me to accompany us, retire we did. I find coffee at night keeps me awake. Linda can sleep through an earthquake, and so is quite content with coffee at any time. To bed and a brief read later, we turned out the lights and fell into an alcoholic stupor for about six hours, as was our usual requirement.

About 4 a.m. I awoke to a fierce itching, and having a good scratch, thought no more of it. An hour later Linda woke me by scratching vigorously. Still we both managed to drift back to sleep. The sun woke us with its rousing light as usual about 7:30 a.m., except this time we were both scratching at our bodies like crazy.

“Shower, quick,” I said. “Make sure you shake out your dressing gown on the way.”

“What do you mean?” Linda asked.

“Ants. Bloody ants!” I snarled in reply.

Looking around this ‘heavenly’ campsite, I concluded that the humans had elected to build a town in the ant capital of Europe, and no doubt in time would win, but for now it was not the place for campers. Now we are fairly insect conscious and take basic precautions, but these little buggers had climbed up the N⁄S⁄Front tyre, and crossed the suspension, gaining entry under the passenger door seal. Persistent little buggers. My God, I am itching just writing this.

After a cleansing shower, we returned to seek out the invaders. You could see them, trailing up from the ground, over the N⁄S⁄Front tyre, across the suspension and returning with any assorted crumbs that they could carry. Like something out of a cartoon.

Dom, dom, dom, dom up the tyre.

Boing, boing, boing, across the suspension, into the van.

Carrying out packs of food, ten times larger than their little bodies. They were into everything, sugar being the favourite. We had collected quite a few sachets on our travels, from various cafe and service centres and the damn ants had nibbled into every one of them. We would be shaking out boxes for weeks due to this place, especially the sugar bag, and itching for eternity. We will always view the Disney cartoons, you know the marching ant legions, in a different light from now on.

By 11 a.m. we were totally packed and ready for pastures new, a long way away from the marching hordes. First stop was a supermarket to get some ant powder, which we liberally sprinkled around the carpet and fold-out bed to try to ensure an itch free night’s sleep. Judging by the vast choice of insect destroying brands available, ours was not an altogether unique experience. Hopefully, not one to be repeated. We would study future pitches a lot more carefully.

On our way southwards we passed a superb example of an old walled town. Driving alongside its stone ramparts, it was crying out to be explored, but in its narrow twisting streets, it was impossible to find a parking spot big enough for the old Pooh bus. I could also tell from the loud sighs coming from my wife, that she would loved to have explored its cobbled alleys and picturesque squares as well.

Obidos, the town was called, and now in quiet reflection, we could have stopped, a campsite was bound to have been located close to town, and travelling tourists catered for. They always are. Oh to have this time over again with the knowledge we have now? But isn’t that life’s eternal question, if only?

We had read in all the guidebooks about the fantastic palace at Sintra, carved out of rose-coloured granite, overlooking both the Atlantic and the city of Lisbon. There appeared to be plenty of campsites within the area, but that was without reckoning on the number of permanent encampments. Heading for the nearest coastal spot to Sintra, we could see beautiful wooded valleys leading from the high hills down to wondrous sandy coves, and as we rounded a tight bend, the pink palace itself could be tantalizingly glimpsed through the trees.

For some reason we seemed to adopt a ‘we’re not worthy’ attitude when it came to visiting world-renowned sites. Maybe I was scared they would be mega-expensive, or not live up to expectations. I don’t know why, but a lot of great experiences were missed out on, or just viewed peacefully from a distance. Or maybe we were right?

Carcassonne, for example, that great ancient walled fortress in France. We had driven past it three times, admiring its magnificence on various motorized forays into France and the Costa Brava. Then one trip we stopped there and saw its touristic delights disclosed to us in close up detail, over run with day-trippers, the magic destroyed. Now we just drive past without a second glance. Shame it was much more alluring in its mystique.

We arrived at a seaside site at about 2 p.m., just a few miles from the fabled Pink Granite Palace, on a Saturday in the beginning of July. Bad move. The regular pitches were full of seasonal, i.e. long-term visitors, and there was no space for the true travelling tourist.

As this was early in the summer season, we were allowed to have a spot in the late night arrivals section, i.e. a gravel-covered bay next to the office, supposedly, only for out of hours arrivals. But we could stay here for two days if we wanted. No way did I want to stay for two nights, but this was Saturday and close to Lisbon. I doubted that we would find another free spot before Monday, so here we camped for the weekend.

The advantages of having a caravan soon became apparent. If we moved Pooh from her spot, we would soon be homeless, throughout the late afternoon and early Saturday evening a never-ending stream of travellers arrived eager for any pitch they could find. Had we gone out in the van and left the awning to reserve our spot, I’m sure it would have been pushed aside and some interloper taken our spot.

The caravaners had no such problem. Their home reserved the pitch while they were free to tour around and see the historic sights, or even just go shopping. I was becoming disillusioned with being close to a big city, yet again. A fairly miserable night was spent, dining, on show to all the locals, in the forecourt of this busy campsite. Even the toilets blocks, whilst being clean, were used for all manner of, to us, gross activities, namely fish scaling, and horrendous clearing of the nasal passages.

Now almost the whole of Portugal survives on fish, or so it seems, cooked on small cast iron barbecues outside of every house or tent or caravan. Normally the scent of this is divine, but dozens of barbecues in a small area is not quite so inviting. So it was that I lost yet another bottle of shower gel in my evening ablutions. I could not wait to get out of there.

Thank God Sunday dawned hotter and sunnier than ever. A rainy day stuck here would have driven me insane. I was starting to long for the deserted sites of rural areas. Trouble is I don’t really like people. Put Linda and I in one of those cast away television programmes and we would win hands down, and would not want to be rescued either.

This cramped scene was not what we came to find and I could not wait for Monday morning to escape to the wilderness of the Alentejo, the huge sparsely populated area between Lisbon and the sun-kissed Algarve. The one redeeming feature of this site, Colares I believe the town was called, was a fine sandy beach, about five hundred yards away. It had a couple of bars and restaurants backed on to it. Even this though, was not as straightforward as one would think. Bars and beach were at the foot of a steep hill, accessed by a rough road. A farm tractor and grubby trailer plied back and forth at weekends saving the tourists from a painful hike up or down. The few Escudos charged were a bargain as I think the walk would have been a memorable one.

So it was that once you reached the beach, here you stayed for the day. With a hired sun lounger, an umbrella and a good book, the morning passed very pleasantly. A reviving swim set up our appetites for a lunch of wood-grilled sardines and a green salad with a hunk of bread and of course a jug of local green wine.

Back to the sun beds for more reading and some restorative sunshine. A couple more dips into the sea and it was with a lowering sun that we found ourselves in the long queue for the ascending tractor ride back to civilisation.

A crowded shower later we were refreshed enough to explore the surrounding area of the campsite, before another quickly knocked up dinner. We wandered around for about forty minutes, but could find nothing other than residential streets in the area adjacent to the campground. Disappointed we returned to Pooh for a meal of sausages, beans, and crisps, washed down with a couple of bottles of red plonk. We talked eagerly of our escape tomorrow to quieter pastures, all thoughts of visiting the Palace of Sintra forgotten.

We awoke to the sound of a mass exodus before the sun was even over the horizon. The temporary pitch we were allocated, and right by the driveway meant we heard every crunch of gravel from leaving vehicles. It appeared that the city folk of Lisbon preferred to stay at the campsite on Sunday nights, thus prolonging the weekend, and return to the city early Monday mornings at an early hour.

This did nothing to improve my frame of mind and made me more determined than ever to rapidly head for quieter spaces. We made a quick cuppa and headed for the shower block, which was jammed packed, we returned to Pooh and declared that we would pack up first and shower after 9 a.m., when we expected to be the only campers left on site.

In reality it was going on 10 a.m. when we finally got underway. We had a second cup of tea and some crackers and cheeses. The packing up had only taken a few minutes as we had not been able to set up all of our facilities on this cramped pitch. But to get our money’s worth, we refilled our fresh water tank, cleaned out the Porta Potti and used all the resources we could, including washing of the van on the site’ car wash, which we did not even know existed, and was hidden behind tents when the site was full.

So when we did depart it was in a more relaxed frame of mind, feeling, to some extent that we had got our camping fee’s worth out of the site.

It was only about a twenty-minute drive before we started running into the outskirts of Cascais, the seaside resort of Lisbon. We just admired the scenery as we drove through. I wanted to cover a good few miles before we even thought of stopping. It was, in touristic terms still very early in the day, everywhere still closed after the late night before.

You could tell we were approaching a city, the traffic levels rose dramatically as we followed the estuary into the outskirts of the city. Suddenly the Belem Tower came into view, sitting in the shadow of an almighty suspension bridge connecting the north and south of the country.

The fifteenth century white stone tower was the starting point for many a famous sea voyager. Belem tower was one of the must see sights of Lisbon.

“Well, you’ve seen it,” I said to Lin. “I am going south for a lot more miles before we stop!”

A heavy silence ensued until I panicked Lin by asking for directions to get on to the vast suspension bridge. By the time she had struggled to find the road map, let alone the right page, I had followed my instincts, and the flow of traffic, into a wide backtracking arc, to the starting slopes of the magnificent span. The view was obscured by the sheer width of the bridge, so many lanes that you could not see over the edges. As we paid the toll on the southern side, I did not feel at all remorseful for bypassing this wonderful city, and one day we will do it justice by coming back for a city break to see it in its full glory without the stress of driving in it.

An hour later we pulled into a motorway service stop to refuel and find a bite to eat. The land had flattened out and felt physically warmer. The mediocre ham and cheese toasted sandwich filled the hole in our stomachs while a cold cloudy lemonade, yes lemonade, relieved our thirsts. While enjoying this veritable feast, we discussed our destination for the night. To be honest, I don’t think Linda was very bothered about missing the sights of Lisbon. We had after all come to get away from it all and that included big cities. Our route now took us on to a smaller road that ran parallel to the coast, but about three to five miles inland, with every now and again a side road darting down towards the sea. I was sure one of these darting roads would hold our next week’s future.
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Heaven, Monday to Friday Only

A couple of fruitless stabs toward the sea later, found us approaching a potential coastal possibility. The emerging township of Porto Covo da Bandeira came into view. A single, new road led into a typical set up: a one main street town, the municipal campsite at the top end, along with a few developing housing estates, leading through the main street, sprinkled with bars and restaurants and the odd shop.

Circling through the town to get a view of how the land lay, I was struck by the good vibes from this location, feeling at once at home and welcome in the village, for now it was an emerging township that could be called neither town nor village until its final parameters were established. I drove Pooh back towards the campsite at the head of town. We checked in. I wanted to stay a good while, but past experience had shown us that to prepay for more than a day or two was to invite disaster.

We found a fair-sized plot twenty yards from the shower block, with some shrubby trees for shade, and plenty of space for a washing line and the awning. The camp was set up for a longish term stay, i.e at least a week, maybe even longer. By a longer-term stay, I mean we got everything out of the van we were likely to use and stored it in the awning, table and chairs set up to cook and dine out side or in the awning its self. This meant the bed in Pooh could be left permanently made up, ideal for quick retirements and afternoon siestas. The bikes were chained to a tree, ready for the following mornings explorations.

Now it was about 4 p.m. and a walk through town to explore the immediate area was called for, and since beer has not been mentioned for hours, I needed to locate the nearest watering holes and test them out.

This ancient fishing village was starting to undergo the transformation towards being a bustling tourist resort. You may feel that the word ancient is starting to be a little overworked in this context, but many of the places we visit have been communities for hundreds, if not, in some cases, thousands of years. Quite simply no other word conveys the sense of time passed. Ancient. It works for me, and you can imagine in places like this, before the advent of televisions, telephones and transport, that time could stand still for eons. Everyone lived as their forefathers had before them. The sea providing, most of the village food and a healthy community spirit within the village.

Back to present day.

On the cliff top was a to-be-completed town square with just started, housing estates surrounding it. At the foot of the cliffs were a number of the most beautiful little sandy coves you could ever wish to see. Twisting stairways hand hewn from the sandstone, banisters rails made from local grown saplings, leading to divine horseshoe shaped bays with thundering blue-green surf and boulder-strewn beaches of golden sands. Yes, it was as beautiful as it sounds, but we always thought there was better to come at the next stopover.

This would be some town in the future. We should have used all Lin’s redundancy there and then to buy two new houses. We would probably be set up for life now.

Looking out from the campsite, to the left was the small harbour that had earned this, once fishing village, its living for centuries before the tourist dollar arrived. To the south of the harbour, rolling dunes as far as you could see, with miles of sands, un-invaded so far by the tourists of the future. These vast expanses of golden dunes had an occasional road, probing towards the seas, with more often than not a secluded restaurant at the end awaiting the famished traveller. I hope this sets the scene for this charming resort. We keep wanting to return, but are scared our fondest memories will be destroyed by seeing a huge metropolis, teeming with tourists.

Linda had just tripped up on yet another unseen protuberance in the path alongside the harbour. She had persuaded me to walk to see the sea and harbour before going to a bar. All my protests of ‘I’ve been driving all day’ did not wash this time, and so a pleasant stroll it was. And it was very enjoyable to be honest.

The fishermen were tending nets and pottering around in the small frail looking fishing boats within the protecting cliffs of the small natural sandstone harbour. The path continued down towards the main beach closest to town. A beauty with twisting stairs down a rocky cliff face, sixty feet down the clean golden sands of the horseshoe bay, swept by the greenest looking swells we had ever seen. At this hour the beach was nearly deserted, but it was good to see people picking up their rubbish as they left the beach. Clearly some folk took pride in their town, excellent.

At last we were allowed up the main street to take liquid refreshment. I remember, probably wrongly, that it seemed like a Wild West township, sand blown road, raised boardwalks either side. We found a likely bar, possibly then, the only bar and seated ourselves at an outside table and waited to be attended. Hang the expense. We wanted to watch the world go by. A few seconds later a chirpy waitress appeared and inquired what we wanted. This was most definitely a Portuguese only spoken establishment. Rightly so. I made myself understood that a small and a large beer were required, larger the better and the smiling girl nodded and retired.

Five minutes later a different waitress returned with the two beers, and a medium-sized tapas bowl of shell-on prawns. I tried to explain that we had not ordered these, and she replied in near perfect English, “They are complimentary and are free with the drinks.”

We expressed our pleasure at finding someone to communicate with in this seemingly remote town.

“My uncle has a restaurant in London where I work for the winter and I come back to my father’s bar for the summer season,” she explained.

We had found our watering hole for the week.

Pressed about the town, she told us it was changing almost overnight, and was a little concerned that the locals would be priced out of the housing market before long, and the town blown out of all recognition, by an invasion of tourists. Pondering these thoughts, and contemplating relocation ourselves, I ordered two more beers, and yet another plate of prawns, free of charge appeared, and dinner later would not be required. Now before you all go rushing off to Portugal for your free prawns, I should point out that we never had this freebie again and can only conclude that there was a surplus of prawns in town that day. Don’t get us wrong, nibbles are often provided free on the continent, but not usually prawns. However, to this day the mention of Porto Covo always invokes the image of a bowl of prawns.

We sauntered back to the site for a reviving shower and would be content to black hat at our campsite neighbours with a bottle of wine for the remainder of the evening.

Our pre-ordered bread was available from about 8.30 a.m. and we collected our rolls promptly, still warm, some rural butter and a hard-boiled fresh egg completed our breakfast along with a large glass of the most wonderful tasting orange juice, wonderful tasting because it did not have to travel far, no doubt.

We wanted to give the bikes a good outing in this fairly flat landscape. At about 11 a.m. on Tuesday morning we mounted up and headed towards the main road. We planned to use the roads to get to the first restaurant in the dunes, eat, drink and cut back across the beaches to camp. The area was flat and arid, a total contrast to the lush greenery of Lisbon and its northern territories. This was much more Mediterranean in landscape and temperature. We were, however, very grateful for the easygoing flat terrain. We chatted as we pedalled, heading south for a few miles, before striking west, to meet the sea, and hopefully an open restaurant.

Unfortunately the first dune-based eatery we encountered was closed until the high season, not knowing how far the next one was we were forced to retreat back to town across the dunes, forgetting that dunes and bike riding do not go hand in hand. It was extremely hard going, the bikes sinking in to the soft sands, and we had to pick them up and carry them every few hundred yards. A cooling swim was needed every few minutes to keep us from boiling over. It took longer going back the shortest way, than if we had turned around and retraced our outbound route.

Thankfully we had the foresight to fill our bikes’ water bottles. This was unforgiving country with many barren miles between townships and in thirty degrees of heat, and one could soon dehydrate. Re-chaining the bikes to a tree, we had a cold glass of juice from the cool box followed by a large juicy fresh peach. Until you have tasted a newly picked peach, well you, have never enjoyed the real pleasure of this gorgeous fruit. It dribbles down your chin, so much juice contained within, that it defies dignified eating. Wow! The sun was at full pelt on the Wednesday morning, and I fancied a relaxing day on the beach at the bottom of town with the odd sortie to the nearest bar for a reviving beer. After yesterday’s two-wheeled exertions, Linda readily agreed to a less strenuous activity. Breakfast over rolls and ham, we wandered towards the beach carrying our reed mats, water bottles and towels, and not forgetting my flippers and snorkel, which had been transported throughout Europe in the past, but rarely used.

The headland immediately close to town was lovely. The cliff top path had benches scattered along its more scenic points, the cove below, reached by the carved stairs was beautiful in the extreme. Roger’s larger relatives lined the sides of the cove on both sides as the waves crashed in to the light golden sands. Even at this early hour there were twenty or so people already there. We found a central-ish spot that would be in the sunshine for most of the day as the sun traversed the skies. We had our books, a goodly supply of ‘every factor sun lotion’ and were set for a long session of solar colouring.

T’was a lovely feeling, being free, uncontrolled by clocks or convention to do as you want, when you want. That is, if after an hour’s sun you fancy, a dip, a beer, an ice cream, a walk, you do it, and right now, being a big (fat) lad, I needed to cool off. “Are you coming?” I said to Lin as I picked up my still dry flippers.

“Oh, go on then,” she said. “But don’t pull me in. It might be cold!”

It was not at all cold, after the heat of the sheltered beach the balmy shallows were wonderful. If you swam out into the deeper blue waters the temperature rapidly plunged, but the green shallows were lovely! We flapped around for a while. I dived below the surface several times, and came up spluttering.

They say you tan fastest in the sea and we were very content to put it to the test. Something to do with the reflected light hitting you from many angles at the same time. True or false it was a great way to find out. Around 2 p.m. the call of the bars proved too much, and we left our gear on the beach. Now that says something. Back in Brighton any vaguely saleable item would disappear in a flash. Walking up through the town towards our favourite bar, we noticed that some stalls were being set up in the massive, new, but rarely used car park that separated the town and beaches. The car park was built in anticipation of the new, expected influx of visitors and new residents. We back home would do it about-face, wait until we had a parking problem and then spend years thinking about a car park. God, I love this place. I really hope the seething masses of popular tourism never arrive to spoil this lovely location.

“What’s with the stalls in the lower car park?” I asked our linguistically friendly waitress.

“Ah, market day tomorrow,” she replied.

“Excellent!” I said to Linda, who loves a good market.

That was tomorrow taken care of. Our waitress came out and joined us for a few minutes to brush up her language skills. “I like Brighton. Good fun place,” she said.

We did not have the heart to tell her we rarely ventured in to its crowded, boisterous, litter-strewn centre.

“We have a special local dish tonight,” she told us. “Salt cod in many different ways, a tradition on the day before the market,” she said with a sparkle in her eyes.

“OK, put us down for eight o’clock,” I replied.

Why not? When in Rome, etc. I eventually ordered the beers, and she returned with fuller than normal glasses, and a nice selection of nibbles, olives, peanuts, and chickpeas, all free of charge.

It is common practise, and the cause of many a riot, in more touristy places that bars leave a massive foaming head on pints of beer. Back home where every penny counts, and rightly so, drinkers expect a pint of drinkable liquid, and many lesser-travelled folk think they are being ripped off if the head is more than a thin film. Out here though the foaming glass is common practice and expected.

We returned to our reserved section of beach, possessions still intact, and crashed out under the afternoon sun. Awaking an hour later for a leisurely swim, then back to reading our books and slapping on the suntan lotion, this was the life.

Walking arm in arm back to the site, feeling pretty contented, we wondered what the secrets of salt cod could hold for us this evening. A reviving shower and a quick siesta would work wonders. I felt great, and hungry, even looking forward to the salt cod feast awaiting us. With three hundred and sixty-five ways to cook the preserved fish, there must be one variety that would tempt my senses.

We showered and changed into another set of shorts and T-shirts, the campers’ uniform, much more comfortable nowadays with the arrival of all- terrain sandals. Back then we were wearing trainers all the time, without socks for most of the time, as you can imagine they got a bit high after a while, so it was a good idea to wear them in the sea now and again to freshen them up.

“At the market tomorrow we must look out for some espadrilles for us. They will be much more suitable in the heat,” I said to Linda. She agreed.

As we enjoyed a pre-dinner wine outside the van we watched our fellow campers scamper about. One or two seemed to be carrying fresh fish to the toilet block for some, as yet, unknown task, I dreaded to think what.

Walking down to the bar we could smell wood-burning barbecues and grilling sardines coming from all around us. These delectable smelling fish seemed to make up the staple diet of the local population. They could be brought from vendors on nearly every street corner in the centre of all the coastal towns the length of the country. Normally sold with a hunk of bread and a drizzle of Olive Oil, the fish are encrusted in sea salt before being cooked. Very tasty.

Our friendly waitress guided us to the only remaining table in the dining area of the busy bar⁄bistro. We sat down and surveyed our fellow diners, mainly locals, fishermen and of course a Dutch couple, who nodded a welcome to us. I was naively expecting a menu to appear. Not that sort of place. You either chose from the massive cabinets full of chilling tapas, or had the menu del dia, dish of the day.

Our waitress returned to the table, obviously psychic, as she was carrying a large pitcher of Venho Verde two glasses and a basket of fresh bread along with a little pot of the mixture of crushed garlic and oil paste that substitutes for butter around here. Pungent, but as everybody is eating it, then no matter, we all stink together.

“You are hungry?” our girl asked us.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Good,” she said.

Now we had asked her name when we first met, but it was something incomprehensible and immediately forgettable, so we made do with ‘ems and my dears as one does. We hoped she did not notice.

The first of the brown earthenware dishes arrived for us both, delicate flakes of white cod in a herb, tomato and olive oil sauce. After mopping the dishes clean with the bread there was just time for a quick cigarette before the main course arrived. Cod, of course, in a delicate white sauce topped with fluffy mashed potatoes that had been browned under the grill. Fisherman’s pie, just like at home. Very tasty none the less.

Dessert, for once, was not creme caramel but layers of fine thin pastry crammed with nuts, dried fruits and running with honey, reminiscent of the Greek baklava pastries, very nice, fattening but nice. Linda is not really a sweet person, eating wise, so I had one and a half desserts and felt thoroughly contented. The empty dishes were whisked away and our waitress enquired if we wanted coffee?

“And two brandies please?” I asked.

That would round the evening off nicely, while we sat and watched our fellow patrons conversing, sometimes rather animatedly, but all in good-natured humour. We were in a totally different environment, to the run of the mill tourist haunts. However, we both remarked on how at home we felt in this establishment, and the village as a whole.

After a night’s peaceful sleep we lay in bed and discussed the day’s plans, looking forward to visiting the market. Abroad we have discovered that there are usually two distinct types of markets to be found. The traditional travelling market, selling local produce, meats, cheeses, herbs and all manner of useful items essential to daily life, even vans selling mattresses alongside clothes, footwear and kitchen goods.

The second type is the one aimed specifically at the tourists, selling the same toot and tat that you will find in tourist spots all over Europe. Leather belts and wallets, gaudy bangles, iffy watches, tacky ornaments and worst of all tape cassettes of grotesque weird wailing music or unknown country and western bands doing rehashed covers of, once popular songs.

Breakfast was just an orange juice since we were still feeling full. It was more than enough. Besides if as we thought this would be a proper market the best of everything would be sold off early.

Walking towards the lower beachside car park, the venue of this weekly sale, we saw lots of early risers heading back to town, laden down with countless blue and white striped plastic carrier bags, massive vegetables protruding from the tops of the bulging bags. Good, it looks as though this could be a sensory feast, as we would browse the aisles, checking out the vegetables, fruit and fresh herbs.

It was a huge affair, filling entirely, the large cliff top car park, I imagined on a windy winters morning some of these stalls would be blown away, never to be seen again. Like giant kites ripped from their tethers and whisked out to sea by the Atlantic gales. Hundreds of colourful stalls were set up in three long rows and the different types of goods scattered throughout the rows, meaning stallholders had no direct competition on adjoining stalls. This meant you would often find greatly varying prices for the same items depending on which end of the aisles you were. It paid to cruise the entire site, comparing prices before settling on a certain seller to buy from. Time consuming, but very enjoyable. Luckily for us all the items and produce had price labels on, otherwise it would have been a nightmare for us to find out the cost before buying anything.

Second time around we headed for our chosen vendors. Along with bags of fragrant herbs, dried basil, oregano, garlic and black pepper corns, we bought a pair of beautiful hand-painted wall tiles to go on the wall of our garden, a few pence each, mini works of art going for a song. Sandals were next on the list. We had the forethought to note our euro shoe sizes before leaving Pooh this morning. Linda found a lovely pair of hand made sandals that were light and comfortable with thin straps that would be very cool to wear. Most of the men’s were much more stoutly made, for hard labour in the stony fields no doubt. All I could get that were light and cool were some flimsy looking espadrilles, with bound reed⁄straw soles and black canvas uppers.

We decided after last night’s feast that we would get some more dried salt cod. A cardboard like length was purchased to go in the store cupboard for the possibility of finding ourselves somewhere out in the wilds. Lastly and logically the fresh fruit and salad stuff was to be bought before we headed back with our purchases, lovely heads of lettuce, knobbly cucumbers, sumptuous deep red vine tomatoes and the deepest orange and blood red peppers. The fruit was just as good, bunches of sweet white grapes, bulging with juice, plums and peaches. We would be hard pushed to eat this lot before it spoils. Out here you tended to buy only for the next day or two as produce goes off very quickly in the heat. We played safe and thought that we would get our meats from a proper shop to be on the safe side.

As we were leaving I spotted a children’s toy stall that had a couple of Li Los tied to its woodwork.

“Let’s get one for the beach. It will be fun!” I said to Lin.

I could see she was not too enthralled by the idea but as it was only a pound she agreed. All they had left was an insipid lime green colour, but at that price, who cares (that’s probably why they were so cheap). I carried the heavy bags while Lin embarrassed, carried a fully inflated lime green Li Lo, Lil, as we named it, back to the site.

A lunchtime snack of peaches and grapes topped up our energy reserves, along with a cold beer to refresh us after the hard morning’s shopping. The afternoon would be spent relaxing on the beach in the wonderful cove at the foot of town, sunbathing, swimming and testing out Lil in the warm waters. On the way back to base we would pick up some sausages or meats to barbecue with the fresh salad for our evenings repast.

Back at the site I went for a shower and to my horror found a woman at the hand basins attempting to scale a large flatfish. Trouble was the fish still seemed to be alive and kept leaping out of her grip to escape its skinned alive fate! Yuck, I was revolted and it must have showed on my face. The woman just looked at me and laughed.

Returning from the showers I related this to Linda and I don’t think she quite believed me.

“Go and see for yourself,” I said.

I walked with Lin to the showers, but she had long gone. Scales from her victim though littered the sink top.

Back from her shower Lin asked, “Where are your swim shorts?” as she stood at the washing line, hanging up her own costume.

“Oops, I remember rinsing them out in the shower,” I said.

“Not again!” Linda shrieked.

I ran back to the showers, but sure enough the shorts fairy had beaten me to it and whisked them away. Shamefaced I returned to face Lin’s wrath. Fortunately for me most of my shorts double as swimmers, but I would have to buy some replacements in the next major town.

Friday I awoke feeling a bit rough, sore throat and tummy ache. Strange we had not drunk that much last night. I shrugged it off and made Linda a tea. All I could manage was water. Midmorning we went for a walk along the cliff tops and paddled in the bay of the next beach to the north of town.

I still did not feel one hundred percent and had no enthusiasm for long marches. We walked back the other way and found an industrial building on the cliff top just south of town.

“What’s this?” I said.

You could see a large pipe going a few yards out to sea before disappearing under the waves.

“Oh no! It’s a bloody sewage works!” I yelled to nobody in particular.

That explained my sore throat and upset tummy. I was very susceptible to these things, and they must pump out the town’s waste at the turn of the tide each day. There was always something to take the shine off of a place. If we swam in the town’s waters again it would only be when the tide is on the way out.

In the afternoon we crossed the harbour and walked through the dunes to find a deserted spot to lay out and read our books. It was slightly cloudy so a cooling swim did not matter. I just lay and let the sunshine soothe my throat. Bliss.

On our return, the campsite was a lot busier with city dwellers escaping for the weekend. The weekday rule of marked pitches seemed to go by the board, as tents and caravans were crammed in wherever a space was available. I was glad we had our pitch already reserved. Still not feeling great, we ate a plain tuna salad. Wonderful standby that stuff. I did not even fancy a beer.

At dusk we walked to the cliffs to sit on a bench and watch the stars come out to the sound of pounding surf. Very romantic cuddling up, as the cool of night replaced the heat of the day. It had turned humid later in the afternoon, and this was very refreshing. I felt a bit better. A cold gust of wind came in over the cliffs. A dark cloud mass could be seen switching off the stars as it scudded towards us.

The prelude of heavy raindrops made craters in the dust as we walked ever quicker towards the van, trying to escape the main downpour. We very nearly made it. At the site entrance God tipped a bucket of water over this little town, and we were drenched. Pulling off our shirts and snuggling up in the beach towels, the wet shirts draped over the front seats and steering wheel to drip on to the rubber floor mat.

Putting up the table and filling the kettle, I had a great idea. “How about Scrabble, hot chocolate, and a brandy?”

“Yes, please,” Linda replied.

We had a half empty bottle of French brandy that we had brought with us, along with some sachets of instant hot chocolate. It was a very cosy evening, rain pounding on the roof, us slurping thick chocolate drinks liberally laced with brandy. Scrabble became forgotten as we talked and recounted our adventures so far.

We slept soundly, the rains constant rattling on the roof, drowning out any other sounds of campsite activity for which we were grateful. At weekends, Friday night onwards, many sites can be extremely noisy well into the early hours, as friends and families reunite for the weekend.

Judging by the light coming through the curtains, the clouds had passed and the sun returned to duty. I took a peek, and the moist ground was already steaming in the early sunshine. After the usual two teas and a read, we dressed and pulled back the curtains to greet the day.

“I don’t believe it!” I said to Linda.

A tent was pitched right alongside us, just six inches from the van, between us and our washing line and chained bikes.

“It’s within our marked area. Let’s go to the office and sort this out!” I growled.

The receptionist told us that at the weekends it is very full, and it is common for all the space to be used, and with a shrug of her shoulders, that was it. She had dismissed us.

Kids played and shrieked all around us, tranquillity destroyed, paradise lost. We reasoned that most sites would almost certainly be in a similar state at the weekend, so we might as well stay where we were for the night. Departing tomorrow to use the beach’s busiest day, Sunday, to tour down to the Algarve, our next port of call. If we used the day for sightseeing and did not get to a campsite until early evening, most weekenders would have departed and the camping grounds would be back to their normal pre-season peacefulness.

The rest of the morning we packed away much of our gear, but left the awning erected to stop another tent going up alongside us. The bikes were securely chained to the back of the van and at last I thought we were ready for a quick early morning departure.

Walking down to see the town beach it became apparent that you needed to reserve your bit of beach very early to have a hope of getting a spot in the sun. Whole tribes descended on the sands for the day, taking enough food and drink to feed an army, they would stay down at the sands until sunset.

A trek through the dunes to one of the closer beach bistros seemed like a good idea to escape the invading hordes, perhaps a pitcher of wine or two and a nibble to while away the hours before our next leg of the voyage. I knew one thing. It would be wise to be fairly drunk tonight (any excuse), to have any hope of sleep before 3 a.m. in a site as cramped as this now was.

As it turned out we had a very enjoyable afternoon. We found an outside table with an umbrella. Luckily the previous inhabitants were just departing as we arrived, so we grabbed it quick. Even luckier, the menu had an English translation on one of its pages. We were tempted by the mixture of tapas, which proved to be a delightful array of fresh tasty treats, pieces of sardines, shell-on prawns, ham and salamis, cheese, olives, a green salad and bread. This went so well with the jugs of new green, slightly effervescent white wine. Three jugs and four hours later, the sun was heading towards the horizon as we departed back towards town.

The bars and eateries of Porto Covo were full to overflowing, so it would be another bottle or two of wine and a game of Scrabble for us, anaesthetic for a good night’s sleep. The campsite was fuller than ever. Barbecues laden with sardines smouldered in every nook and cranny. Friendly curious faces nodded a welcome to us. Lovely people, but I just could not stand crowds.

Surveying the newcomers from the serenity of Pooh, we noticed the van belonging to the female cabbie from the site before last.

“Do you think we should go over and say hello?” Lin slurred.

“In our state, I don’t think so,” was my reply. “Let’s just have a game or two and get to sleep.”

That was the end of Porto Covo, for us anyway. We would use the opportunity to cover some distance, avoiding the Sunday crowds in the towns and on the beaches.
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Chips, Cats, and Quads

Nine a.m. Sunday morning found us quietly packed and edging our way through the narrow gaps towards the site exit. It was exhilarating, like being naughty children creeping out to play without waking the rest of the family.

It was always a pleasure to be moving on, the excitement of the unknown experiences to savour, sights to see and people to meet. Here we were heading further south, to the western most point of mainland Europe, worlds end, before the Americas were discovered.

We only had about eighty miles to cover to our intended overnight stop somewhere on the un-touristy western end of the Algarve, so we had all day to explore the tip of Portugal. In our haste to flee the over-crowded campsite we did not bother with breakfast. Ten minutes later, a baker’s shop in the next town of Milfontes caught the corner of my eye and I slewed into the kerb, thankfully nothing else was on the road at this early hour. Nipping out I shouted back at Lin, “I will get us some rolls for breakfast and a loaf for tonight!”

Five minutes farther on we came to the estuary, where the river Mira meets the sea and Milfontes’ main beach with a large car park are situated. We pulled in and put the kettle on, enjoying fresh, still warm rolls, market brought home made jam and rich butter.

A backdrop of a deserted golden bay with lapping emerald seas was our view for this simple feast. This is one of the big advantages of a motor home over a caravan. You can stop in an instant and be ready to dine. Milfontes looked to be a nice town, but it was far too soon to stop for a visit and so we washed up and carried on.

We neared the Cabo de Sao Vicente or Cape St. Vincent as we call it. St. Vincent’s body was said to have washed ashore here at this remote headland. The scenery turned more desolate and the wind was markedly stronger. Even the style of buildings changed, houses having less wood and more stonework in the construction, with large buttresses to withstand the constant strong winds, even on this, a nice summer’s day.

The massive fortified lighthouse was quite impressive, said to be the most powerful in Europe, its beam visible for sixty miles. You could walk around the perimeter and watch the pounding surf below, carving away at our continent after its long journey across the Atlantic. The surrounding beaches, curves of unspoilt golden sands flanked by high rugged cliffs, were dotted with sunbathers and the odd brave soul swimming in the huge surf. Quite how people got down to these remote coves we could not work out. There must be some small stairway hewn into the cliff faces, or an enterprising fisherman is dropping them off from boats.

Having viewed the lighthouse and the panorama of the cliffs, there was nothing else to see in the immediate area except a few souvenir stalls plying their plastic tat. It’s far too windswept and desolate for any outside dining. On the road to the point, a few miles inland away from the worst of the winds, bar after bar lined the road. These were the refreshment and lunch stops for the dozens of tourist coaches that carried the peak season visitors from the major towns throughout the main season.

Everyone wanted to see the ‘End of the World’. I was glad we had seen it out of season. The bleak desolate atmosphere would be lost amid a mass of sightseers fighting for a place to see over the ramparts to the foaming surf below, waters in which the legendary Admiral Lord Nelson had battled many years ago.

There is a stretch of coast about twenty miles long between us and the next major town of Lagos and in the campsite guidebook there was an out- of-the-way site in the middle of nowhere. After the chaos of weekend Porto Covo, this seemed idyllic.

Situated alongside a deserted sandy cove the rural site was nearly empty, we could only see two other vans in the site. This being Sunday lunchtime, we were not surprised to find the reception hut unmanned. We drove to a pitch close to the breeze block central amenities and parked up. A signpost indicated the clubhouse to be up a path in the direction of the cliffs and sea. A short walk led us to a log built bar with an Australian guy behind the counter. He seemed somewhat surprised to find strangers in the camp. We explained that we were seeking somewhere quiet and he assured us that this certainly was quiet. We ordered a couple of beers and sat to admire the view.

Scrubby pines led to a small cliff overlooking a sandy cove which was the camps attraction, scantily clad, if not nude people could just be seen in the distance, cavorting in the surf. Finishing our beers we bade farewell to the barman who told us, “Just set up camp. Someone from reception will find you sometime.”

Returning to Pooh we started to erect the awning, when Linda wanted to go to the toilet. Off she went, then ten seconds later she returned.

“It’s very disgusting. Go and see what the gents is like!” she yelled.

“Yuck! It’s awful,” I replied, having paid a quick visit.

Looking around the camp in detail as if for the first time, we could see toilet paper entwined amongst the tree branches and bags of baby nappies heaped by the site’s full dustbins. Hippies we are not and expect a certain standard from a campsite. We piled the awning back into Pooh and made a rapid exit before reception reopened for the afternoon.

So much for an away-from-it-all location, next we would look for a large well-ordered site. We settled for a nationally run Orbitur camp from the guidebook in the next largish town of Praia de Luz. And very nice it was too. The town sat above a gently shelving crescent of golden sands, with beach bars on stilts overlooking the sea. A small hill led to the town centre, and there was one road into town on the west side and one road out on the eastern side. The eastern road seemed to be the main one. As you left town a bougainvillea-clad complex occupied the prime ground. It looked very pretty. As you drove out of the centre, small shops and bars lined the narrow road heading for the campsite.

The Orbitur chain of sites are usually very nice, if slightly more expensive, and are situated throughout Portugal. This one had excellent showers and a gorgeous pool complex. Best of all it was very, very quiet. We found a pitch behind the main shower block with nobody else in sight. A good night’s sleep guaranteed. Yippee!

When we finished setting up camp, it was still only 3 p.m.

“Grab the bikes and Li Lo Lil and we can get in a swim,” I said to Linda.

“If I don’t want to swim, don’t shout at me,” she said.

“You can do what you like, sunbathe or swim I don’t mind.”

It was still very hot when we reached the beach. Chaining the bikes to a signpost, we strode across the hot sands. A young man asked in perfect English, if we wanted an umbrella and sun beds.

“The day is nearly over. How much?” I asked.

“Three hundred for you both,” he replied.

At just over a quid I said, “Done!”

It was lovely to have a bit of luxury, lazing in comfort above the clinging sands for a change. The beach itself was idyllic, gently shelving shallow and warm. We messed around on Li Lo Lil for a while and returned to savour the luxury of having sun beds for the remainder of the daylight hours.

An early evening breeze forced us from the beach and as we pushed the bikes up the hill towards the less steep eastern road out of town, I noticed a welcome sign above a bar where the two roads met. English pub. English food. Now I know, as seasoned travellers (well nearly) that these sort of places should be avoided like the plague, but we were a long way from home and anything familiar seemed to attract us like a magnet.

Walking inside the first thing to hit us was, Foster’s lager. Not even English, but welcome none the less. At least you knew one pint would not get you drunk. Seating ourselves with a pint and a half, we perused the menu.

“Oh my God, steak and Guinness pie and chips!” I exclaimed. “Heaven on a plate.”

Ordering two meals and another two drinks, I returned to our table to study the clientele until the food arrived.

The people in this resort were an older age group of tourists and timeshare owners etc., who still looked for the comforts and known brands of home in a quieter location. A nice class of traveller, not all beer swilling and disco seeking, but people who were prepared to experience something a little, out of the ordinary, whilst sticking to the safety net of large operators and reps to cushion them from any problems.

We enjoyed the rarity of an English style meal, and crispy chips especially. We had not encountered the great tourist chip for a couple of weeks, being off the beaten tourist track as we had been. Nice. Makes you appreciate a well-cooked fry when you see one.

Chatting with a couple of people, we decided that this was a nice friendly town and we were made to feel welcome by the inhabitants of this English style bar. So often when you venture abroad, English bars are advertised in bold neon, but dare to say to the staff that you are English and you are made as welcome as dog do-do on the bottom of a shoe. Here though as in much of Portugal a real welcome is felt. I remember at some point, where exactly I know not, but some rural off-the-beaten-track bar⁄cafe we stopped at feeling very tired and weary. The bar was no more than a breeze block shack by the side of a twisting mountainous road, but when we walked in, we were treated as royalty. A fresh paper tablecloth was whisked on to the table, a clean ashtray produced.

The eldest daughter translated for us and you could see the pride on the parents’ faces. It was a touching moment. All we wanted was a couple of Fanta Lemons and I felt so guilty at having put them to so much trouble that we had two more drinks and a couple of plates of a robust, but unidentifiable meat stew. If this was their marketing ploy it worked, and I must say it was a very good stew.

It was nearly dark when we pushed the bikes back towards the campsite, up the narrow eastern access road. Just beyond the bar, on the left hand side of the road was what I later confirmed to be a timeshare complex. It had whitewashed bougainvillea-covered cottages, looking idyllic in the moonlight, large Private property security patrol signs on every entrance, making these places seem to be the reserve of millionaires. Little did we know, eight years on we would have two weeks of paradise ownership ourselves.

Back finally in camp we chained up the bikes. Our dining table was out in the open, no other camper within fifty yards. Lovely. We produced a bottle of fairly decent red wine, a jar of olives and a tube of crisps to nibble on and pass away the remainder of an enjoyable evening.

“Wass that!” I screeched, as I felt something furry intrude on my semi-comatose state. A pair of gorgeous kittens were rubbing themselves against my legs. It would appear that they had adopted us.

Lin squealed, “They are sweeties. I love this ginger one. Can we keep them?”

“No, not a chance. Bloody fleabags!” I retorted, knowing we would now be playing Mummy and Daddy until we moved on.

Eight o’clock next morning, tea and a lay in. Oh no.

“We must get to the shop,” Lin said.

“Milk and bread?” I enquired.

“No. Cat food,” was the urgent reply.

So we went to the camp shop and found some overpriced tins of pet food. I must admit I did not begrudge them a penny of it. Those two little kittens were a joy to watch as they played about in the dusty earth. Soft old bunch us Brits.

After a brief breakfast, watching the cats feed, we took a stroll around the site. A very large pool and waterslide were the main features of this complex. The shop and a small bar⁄cafe made up the other attractions. The other unusual feature was a pair of high concrete ramps, built into the car-wash area, enabling you to get right underneath your vehicle. I must take advantage of this rare opportunity to give Pooh a thorough going over.

Monday morning and the rush hour, if there is one, had past. This would be a good time to explore the large adjacent town of Lagos. Stowing the gear away for travelling we had a final coffee before the short drive into town.

A river estuary with a harbour and yacht basin runs through the centre of town. A large car park next to the station by the harbour was where we parked. This eastern quayside had a small commercial centre with a handful of bistros and yachty type shops. You know the type, bright weatherproof clothing and captains caps at outlandish prices.

A metal footbridge linked us with the main town on the western quay. Crossing this we found ourselves in a truly charming town, relatively unspoilt by mass tourism as yet. Small squares, colourful shops and cafes abound in the small lanes and streets of this ancient port. Near the river mouth a Moorish fortress stands guard over the entrance to the harbour. This thick-walled piece of history is now one of the town’s more expensive restaurants. Far better, than allowing the building to fall into disrepair.

We sat on a low wall close to the fort and watched the small motorboats ferry tourists out to see some blue grotto caves just around the headland, beyond one of the towns more dramatic looking beaches. After a couple of smokes and a bit of black hatting, we headed into the maze of side streets in search of some replacement shorts for me. Sitting outside a cafe in one of the many picturesque squares we checked out my purchases, two pairs of shorts that would double as swimwear, a bright lilac T-shirt with a colourful logo on it, that I was already regretting, and a nice handmade thick leather belt. Relaxing there in the little square, surveying daily life going on all around us, portly ladies with bulging bags of fresh market fruit and vegetables, young mothers trying to quieten their children who badger for ice cream or the latest toy. The old men stand grouped together, nicotine stained hands hold everlasting roll ups, as they chat about the latest event in their lives. Fascinating, I could have watched for hours.

“Come on, the guidebook says that there is a church in the next square with a spectacular golden interior,” Linda said.

Reluctantly I got up and followed in Lin’s footsteps. The church was decidedly dull from the outside, and the spectacular interior we never got to see. It was shut for renovation work for several months. In fact, Lagos is one of our all-time favourite places, and we have returned several times since, but never has this damned church ever been open at the time of our visits, whatever time of year it was. C’est la vie.

It was getting to be the hottest time of the day and I suggested we head for the main beach behind where we parked the van to have a cooling paddle. I also thought that we might find a couple of beach shack bar⁄cafes.

Splashing through the shallows, walking hand in hand we noticed that many of the locals were also paddling. Strangely they seemed to be sifting the sands with their toes and often bending down to pick something up. We approached a young cosmopolitan lady who was going about this strange task, hoping she looked to be the type of person who spoke English. Thankfully she worked in the hotel trade and spoke English fluently, sparing us from making ourselves look totally stupid. She explained that people were fishing. The sweetest small baby clams were found in the tidal shallows and the human foot an ideal locator. She went on to say that at weekends whole families would come to the beach clamming and boiling them on the beach for lunch. We proceeded to ‘fish’ ourselves for a while and deposited our haul into the bucket of an elderly couple that were doing the same thing. They said something to us, hopefully thanks, but we were not one hundred percent sure.

All this talk of food was making me hungry and at the top of the sands was a rickety shack with a huge oil drum barbecue belching smoke and mouth-watering aromas. There was, so it appeared, only one thing on the menu, wood barbecue grilled sardines. It was well worked out. You paid the elderly gent by the fridge the set price, about £1.50 a head. He then gave you two ice-cold bottles of opened beer, a plate and with a nod and a grunt, pointed you in the direction of the breadbasket, where you helped yourself. You then proceeded to the oil drum for the son to heap five juicy sardines on to your plate. I have never tasted better. The ozone smell of the sea added to the culinary experience, and the light golden lager complimented the sardines better than wine had done on previous occasions. The only problem with these little shacks was, no toilets, and after two bottles of beer each we needed to find one quite urgently. Assuming there would be one near the station we headed back there. Wrong, nothing in sight.

“Oh God,” wailed Linda. “I can’t wait.”

Then it dawned on me, ten yards away, sitting in the car park was Pooh the bus complete with our own private facilities, and relief was at hand.

Refreshed and ready for action again we strolled back over the bridge to the point where the boat tours embarked. There appeared to be two types, small open boats taking up to four people for a half-hour trip or a larger boat with comfy seats, champagne dives and a bar that went for a two-hour cruise. Guess which one we chose?

As we rounded the headland, beer in hand, we could see the lovely cove on the west of town. It was very like the beach at Porto Covo. Sandstone cliffs lined either side of the cove. Beach bars sat beneath the cliffs and hundreds of tourists splashed in the green waters. The guide said that most of the town’s tourist hotels were in the immediate area behind this beach, which was why the main beach, or Praia, where we dined was so quiet, for which we were very grateful. A bit farther on we saw all the small boats close in to the cliffs, caves could be seen with sapphire blue pools contained within, that’s what all the fuss was about. I think had we opted for the small boat trip we may have been a bit disappointed.

Dropping anchor in a deserted bay the guide produced a few bottles of sparkling wine, which he promptly threw over the side.

“Go and get them!” he cried.

To which nobody responded in the slightest!

We were not the youngest on this trip by any means but the young couples showed great reluctance to leap into the crystal waters. After a brief pause a lady in her sixties put us all to shame and executed a faultless dive into the sea to claim a bottle for herself and her husband. Removing my shirt I said to Linda, “I’m getting hot any way. You coming in?”

I did not think for one minute she would, and I was right. I edged towards the gangway. A couple of shamed youngsters preceded me.

Doing my best to look graceful I attempted a steep swallow dive that I used to enjoy in my youth. Nowadays whichever type of dive I try, my stomach always hits the water first with a resounding slap. No different this time. I felt the slap of the water on my prominent tummy, but the dive (belly flop) had been steep enough to power me down to reach the bottle on the sea floor. Kicking for the surface I broke through, spluttering and coughing, years of smoking having robbed me of my lung capacity. Clambering up the boarding ladder it struck me how cold the water had been. At about twelve feet deep, it was a bit different to the balmy shallows this morning.

Lin came to me clutching a towel. “You’re so brave, my hero,” she gushed.

“It was nothing,” I lied, rubbing my reddening tummy.

Back on the quayside the exertions of the afternoon prompted a feeling of hunger. Crossing the road to the main side of town, rows of restaurants lined the street facing on to the estuary. Studying the pavement boards, one place in particular stood out: Gilberto’s a clean-looking establishment with a varied seafood menu at very reasonable prices.

It was early evening and the wind was rising. There can be a surprisingly chilly breeze early in the season on this western end of the Algarve. So we elected to eat inside. It was a bit early for most diners, so an elderly local couple, and us two made up the total clientele. Seeing locals inside boosted our confidence in having picked the right place.

Feeling adventurous we both ordered the mixed fried fish, a good choice it proved to be. A succulent variety of nicely filleted fish pieces in a light, crisp batter, a salad garnish and a pile of home cut chips. Drink wise, we had a couple of Fanta lemonades, the cloudy variety. As I belatedly remembered we had Pooh parked up across the river. All this came to about £4 a head including coffees and a tip. I expect it is a bit more nowadays, but just as nice, I’m sure.

Back in camp we fed our adopted cats, which had been awaiting our return. They scampered over to us, meowing pathetically. They may be little, but boy, can they eat. A whole big tin disappeared in thirty seconds, wolfed down as if they had not eaten all day, which they probably hadn’t. Cats sorted, we walked down to the beach to watch the moon rise, having found a spot with a view over the bay and out to sea. The lights of Lagos started to twinkle on, cuddling up for warmth, Linda, predictably, said, “This is romantic. Do you still love me?”

“No, I hate you,” was my standard reply, giving her a squeeze. “Stop fishing, you know I do.”

“I’m getting cold,” said Lin, shivering.

“Let’s have a nightcap in the pub on the way back,” I suggested as we wound our way back up from the beach.

Seating Lin in a quiet alcove, I went to the bar to order. We are so compatible that I don’t even need to ask what she wants, or maybe that’s just being arrogant. Anyhow she always seems to agree with my choice. Returning with two steaming glasses of la mumbas, hot chocolate milk with a good slug of brandy in it.

“Excellent choice,” she said as I put the hot glasses down and joined her.

We were sitting by the tourist information leaflet rack and one in particular caught my eye. Quad Biking through the Dunes.

“Wow, that sounds exciting. Do you fancy it?” I asked my nervous wife.

“No way,” she replied.

We will see, I thought.

In bed next morning with our usual cup of tea, I read the quad biking leaflet again, aloud. “Go on. It would be a real adventure. You can go slowly if you want, or sit on the back of my bike,” I begged Linda.

“It’s not my thing. I can’t see well enough.”

“You can ride a bike. Give it a go,” I urged her.

We as usual, compromised, we would not telephone to book an appointment, but just turn up and let fate decide if they had places free today. The centre was only a few miles away, so it would not be a wasted day. Also if Linda did not like the look of the operation she could just wait while I had a go.

We dressed sensibly, long trousers and socks, shirts with long sleeves, quite what we were expecting, I don’t know. According to the brochure it was about £ 10 each for an hour’s riding, careering around the cliff tops and beaches of the Algarve.

Driving down the rough track to this former farm, a large courtyard fronted the farmhouse with barn type outbuildings on the other three sides. I could feel the butterflies starting to come to life in side me. We parked up outside the yard and walked in. Disconcertingly in the corner of the yard was a trailer with a rather mangled quad bike strapped to it.

“Maybe your right, Lin. Let’s go,” I said.

“Don’t let that wreck put you off!” an Australian voice boomed out behind us.

“What happened to it?” I inquired.

“Young kid didn’t follow instructions. Broke his leg and smashed my bike!” he explained.

After introducing himself as John, we chatted to him and we felt strangely re-assured. He ran a professional, safe operation and as with anything involving youngsters, you will get the odd half-witted show-off, who does not follow the rules.

They did not have a booking for the rest of the morning and said we could go out straight away. Lin expressed her concerns and was comforted by the reply.

“We can just cruise around the farm estate until your confidant, and then we can go as slow as you like. No problem,” John said.

I looked at Lin and she nodded in agreement.

“OK. We’ll go for it,” I said.

Ten minutes later, helmet clad and basic instruction over, John leading, Lin and I next with John;s girlfriend and fellow instructor, Claire bringing up the rear. We poodled around the farm tracks, great fun, dips and bumps, mud flying and Linda was laughing, holding on for dear life but laughing.

“How do you both feel?” John asked.

“Great!” we shouted in unison.

“Let’s go then,” he said.

Signalling to Claire to lead off so he could take up the rear and keep a watchful eye on us, I suspected he did not want to lose another machine. Heading due south we bounced over open moors towards the cliff tops. An old ruined fort came in to view and we followed Claire up the twisting path, not daring to look over the edge. Entering the ruins we switched off the ignitions and dismounted.

I went to Linda and gave her a hug. “What do you think?” I asked.

“I love it,” she said with a huge grin on her face.

We stopped for five minutes to admire the view and have a welcome cigarette.

John said, “If you two are happy, Claire will go back to base and we can go down to the beach.”

We were delighted. I did say that we had already nearly had an hour of his time, and were on a bit of a budget, to which he replied, “It’s hardly work, is it? Besides I normally grab a coffee at a beach bar around now.”

We followed our leader down a sandy path to a wide golden bay, enclosed by cliffs with a single cleft allowing access to the sands. Once on the beach with no dangers around we opened up the throttles and really started to have fun.

Even though John had ordered us to keep the bikes out of salt water it was still fantastic, thundering over the sands, plumes of granules erupting from the tyres. We were laughing and yelling like children, all too soon it was over and John led us along a cliff top path to the next bay with a tiny bar nestling in the sands.

I ordered us all a coffee. I’d have loved a beer, but decided not to until we had finished biking. I did, however, smoke two cigarettes on the trot instead. John told us that he had set this business up six months ago and was doing very well. In the high season, this time of year it was more pleasure than business and as such did not worry too much about the time limits. Lucky us.

Draining our cups we remounted and had a quiet journey back on normal paved roads. John pointed out the adjoining rough field where the reckless youngster had left the group for a dash around and come a cropper in a drainage ditch. Silly sod!

Thanking John and Claire profusely we departed and climbed back aboard Pooh.

“How do you feel?” I asked Lin.

“Great but my thumb aches!”

I knew what she meant. The bike’s throttle is controlled by your right thumb and uses muscles not usually exercised. It was two days before ours felt normal. Well worth the discomfort though.

I felt really proud of Linda for having a go. With limited vision some of the cliff paths must have been very scary. Perhaps though on reflection it was better not to see the long drops over the edge. All in all a lovely morning, one we would remember for years. Even now Lin will suddenly say, “What am I doing?” as she holds imaginary handlebars and thumbs a make believe throttle, while going brmm, brmm…I love that girl!

Still on a high, we drove back to Praia de Luz and were fortunate to find a parking space by the beach entrance. Of course Pooh contained all our swimming gear so we headed to the sea for a welcome dip. We lay in the warm swells and recounted the thrilling morning, still not fully believing the great time we had. Hunger pains were starting to set in, so we headed for one of the bars at the back of the beach.

I was in the mood for some plain, old tourist comfort food: cheeseburger and chips for me, an omelette for Linda. And at last, three beers. Well, I was very thirsty, and we enjoyed the beach view as we ate. We sat with a post lunch coffee and thought about plans for tomorrow, I felt we would be back in this area again and so should not ‘do it to death’ on this visit.

In my mind’s eye I had the Costa del Sol down as the highlight of our tour, silly boy, and was keen to move on. The next location in our minds were a number of sites right on the beach, near Faro and the airport. It appealed to us to have a waterfront location. It was getting hotter and the thought of a cooling dip whenever the fancy struck was very appealing. So that was it tomorrow, we would move on. Meantime I wanted to use the site ramp and check out Pooh’s underside.

Back in camp, I dropped Lin off to begin the chores of packing while I drove to the ramp cum wash bay. I reversed the van on first so that the engine was easily assessable. For her age she had used very little oil in the weeks of travelling and I wanted to keep it that way. All looked well and the gearbox was still topped up. I checked out the inside of the tyre walls (oft overlooked) for bulges or cords showing and of course tread depth. I did find a piece of brushwood wrapped around the front suspension, which I pulled away. All was well with the underneath. All that remained was to top up the washers and check the under-bonnet levels, and of course the batteries. All done I rolled off the ramp and put her in the wash bay for a shampoo and leather off. Pooh had earned it, I could almost hear her sigh as the cool waters of the hose flushed her clear of traffic film.

That evening the cats had an exceptionally large meal. We felt guilty at leaving them, but they would soon adopt some other soft British people to feed them. All packed and ready to go by 8 p.m., we enjoyed a bottle of wine and a few nibbles. Supplies were getting low and we would need to restock tomorrow morning at one of the superstores on the outskirts of Lagos.
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Castaways

Waving a sad farewell to our temporarily well-fed pair of kittens, we departed the site around 9:30 and headed towards Lagos for a supermarket. An hour later we were restocked, refuelled and refagged. Yes, I had found a supply of Silk Cut Ultra, and I was in heaven. Large tourist centres have some advantages. Faro was only about an hour away along a good road, it was Wednesday and the midmorning traffic was light. We made good time.

Soon we crossed a very big bridge spanning the river estuary at Portimao, a large urbanized town with a good-sized fishing fleet and a bustling tourist centre. From here you can take river trips inland to the quaint inland town of Silves, a nice scenic voyage, but we had blown our trip’s budget for this week on the quad bikes.

South of Faro airport is an island shaped like a giant tadpole, swimming east, separated from the mainland by a few hundred yards of water. This island is filled with campsites and residential holiday homes that back on to the northern shore, while the main south beaches are just over the road. Cafés and bars surround the larger of the roundabouts on the road, and blue seas meeting the gently shelving sands lapped the beaches on the south side. It did look rather nice.

Passing the first few permanent estates we started getting to the campsites and a different picture emerged.

Tall wire mesh fences met the roadside. Not a speck of daylight could be seen through the fences. In these climates the olive collecting netting is also used as giant sunshades and from what little we could see, every caravan or frame tent on a site had erected massive screens to shade their areas.

We arrived at our first chosen site, and did not even get through the gates before we were told that they only took bookings for the whole season and were full up anyway. Great. The second site in our guidebook of touring sites produced the same results. We did get to see inside though. It was not a pretty sight. We could have been in a Middle Eastern refugee camp. Every available inch of space was crammed with caravans and awnings, and chest freezers abounded. Children’s paddling pools and bikes took up any left over ground space. The place was our vision of holiday hell. We were pleased to be ushered out of the camp. I dread to think about the toilet blocks in somewhere as crowded as this.

Sitting back in the van, I said to Linda, “We’ve had a lucky escape. Can you picture this place at weekends? It must be so crowded. Let’s grab a coffee and have a chat.”

Finding a spot to park overlooking the beach, we opened up the side door to take in the sea breeze. I suggested we move to the other side of Faro, and find a spot around Olhao, which looking at the map had lots of small islands just offshore. There was an Orbitur site, which we knew would be only for tourers and good facilities, possibly even a pool.

The site we had chosen was surrounded, if I remember correctly, by a large commercial area, goods train marshalling yards and warehouses. The camp was a good one, spacious, marked pitches, clean modern shower block and a superb looking pool surrounded by grass for sunbathing. It was about 2 p.m.

“Come on. The pool’s empty. Let’s have a dip before we set up camp,” I said.

Reluctantly she agreed. Lin always takes a lot of persuading to take the plunge, but usually loves it once she is in. So it was this time. The water was cool and refreshing. Not too much chlorine in the fresh water. We splashed and floated about. I had been trying to teach Lin to float on her back, but she would not relax enough to just lay back, certain she would plunge to the bottom. She will get it one day.

The camp was quickly set up. It was second nature by now. The bikes were released from their chains on the tailgate. They would get a lot of use here as we were about a mile or two from any form of shop or entertainment. After the schools closed the pool filled up rapidly with kids and teenagers from the local area. We were parked far enough away for it not to bother us, as long as the daytime was quiet and they departed at dusk that was fine. The children over here are as noisy as anywhere else, but are polite and respectful when speaking to adults. They also knew how to behave in cafes and public places, I hope they don’t pick up too many of our youngsters’ yobbish ways.

Before dinner we tried the bikes out and headed in the direction of the town, the centre of which backed on to a commercial harbour, a bustling fishing and freight terminal. We spotted the jetty for the ferryboats and went to investigate. The boats ran every three hours at this time of year. They visit the outlying islands, which are used as the leisure beaches for the area.

“That’s tomorrow’s agenda taken care of,” I thought aloud.

“Sounds exiting,” Linda replied.

The street immediately behind the port had a few seafood restaurants with enticing menu boards offering culinary bargains. Perhaps tomorrow. We had two rather good-looking pork loin steaks waiting for us tonight that we had bought this morning in Lagos, which seemed like a long time ago.

Pedalling off again we found the main square of Olhao, which also happened to be the main shopping centre, oblong shaped. Yes, I know, how can you have an oblong square? A contradiction in terms, but you know what I mean. The aisle up the middle of the square was lined with wooden benches and tubs of colourful flowers. We sat on one of the seats and donned the old black hats again.

There is a custom throughout the southern parts of the Iberian Peninsula to congregate in the town and village squares early evening for a pre-dinner promenade. The whole family dresses in their finery and sedately strolls in the square meeting and chatting to friends and neighbours. Beautiful young girls giggling together over a handsome youth, the boys too shy to approach the girls. A people watcher’s delight and beats the hell out of being glued to the box watching the soaps.

The square’s shops are still open for business during this time, which is good because we felt we were not intruding and could pretend to window shop as we observed our hosts performing this quaint custom. And a performance it most certainly was, honed by years and generations of practice, a real delight to see. Feeling very contented we made our way back to camp to fire up the barbecue and prepare the salad to accompany the prime pork loin steaks, a nice red rioja to wash it down with and we were set for the night.

The next morning found us waiting by the jetty for the ferry, bikes chained to a signpost awaiting our return. Our rucksack was filled with towels, flippers, snorkel and a deflated Li Lo Lil, in anticipation of a good day on the beach. The ferry was due at 11:30, and unsurprisingly it was on time. The twenty-minute journey out to the island beaches was uneventful, sun shining as we threaded our way through the busy waters filled with much larger craft heading in to port to unload their freight.

As we reached the beach island, the ferry came alongside the wooden jetty, not stopping to tie up, the pilot held the boat against the tyre fenders by careful use of the helm and throttle. A good dozen of us leapt ashore, arms full of beach gear, jetty creaking under the strain beneath us. Seconds later the boat was under way and off to the next destination not due to return until 2:50 at the earliest and again at 5:50, which is the one we thought would suit our return.

On terra firma again we surveyed our surroundings. A small stall with tables and chairs outside was selling drinks and snacks close to the jetty no doubt hoping to pick up trade from the queues that would form later in the day. A tarmac path led to a peak season complex of bars and cafes around a children’s pool and play centre. All this was locked and awaiting the July crowds. A little farther on the dune backed praia came into view, clean rolling sands swept by swells from the Atlantic.

Barely another person in sight, wonderful, we trudged through the dunes and found a likely spot, and laid out our reed mats and stripped down to swimming cossies, a strong gust swept sand up into our eyes. Looking up, having cleared my vision, I saw a menacing bank of black clouds rushing in from the south west. “Oh bugger, pack up quick,” I shouted at Linda, who seemed oblivious to this new threat to our day’s sun bathing. Shoving our gear back into the bag, it had so recently come from, the gentle breeze settled into a strong gusting wind.

People all over the beaches were rapidly packing up. We ran for shelter, but then it dawned on us. There was none. There was only one place to go. Back at the jetty every inhabitant of the beach was there, twenty or so of us, huddled around the one stall that was open by the pier. As the skies blackened we all crowded under the small awning of the stall. The downpour started, heavy balls of water cascaded off the awning, soaking the people who were only half under cover.

The stallholder was delighted with the upturn in trade. Everyone else was well fed up-all nationalities brought together in adversity. We said to the guy behind the counter, “The ferry will come back for us early in this weather surely?”

He replied, “No, señor, they will not give up the dinner time for any thing. The ferry will be as always.”

This meant being stuck here another two hours!

The beers flowed and everyone took turns to have the sheltered spots close to the counter. The griddle was going flat out supplying endless burgers and hot dogs. It was quite an experience, as if some disaster had brought us all together, English, Dutch (of course), Australian and Portuguese chatting together as if old friends. As the beers and reviving hot coffees flowed, it was getting quite chilly by now, and then another problem arose.

What goes in must come out, and the only toilets on the island were locked up in the central complex. For us blokes the answer was a quick stroll under the jetty, but for the ladies, it was not so easy. Eventually we decided that the men would stay away for ten minutes while the serviette-armed ladies would have the jetty to themselves and make the best of it. I told Lin, who was desperate, but cringing at the thought, that she could always go for a swim to relieve herself. A swift kick to the shins gave me her answer.

A huge cheer went up as the bang on time, ferry came into view. I bet they would still return to the empty island at 5:50, just to keep to the timetable. Gratefully we all piled aboard and fought for the limited covered seating.

As we unchained the bikes, the sun parted the clouds and the pavements steamed.

I said to Linda, “If there is a God, he has a wicked sense of humour!”

Back at camp we hung out our sopping clothes on the line and retired for a siesta. Already I was convinced it was time to head for España, and its delights.

Waking, refreshed at 6 p.m. to bright warm sunshine, I stifled yet another comment about the gods of weather. We dressed and walked to the square to watch the nightly promenades. It was as entertaining as ever. We had taken an interest in a particular young man who was obviously infatuated with a certain young lady, but became tongue tied and turned scarlet every time he approached her. We have often wondered if they became an item after our departure. We like to think so.

Around dusk we drifted in the direction of the street with the seafood restaurants, determined to make up for our disastrous day. Choosing a mid- range establishment we seated ourselves at an outside table. It was quite heavy and humid after the rains. Having had great success with mixed fried fish in Lagos we plumped for the same here, reasoning that in a major port it should be even better. The waiter showed us the wine menu and I choose a basic vinho verde from the list. It was also the cheapest on the menu at about £4 a bottle. I should have been wary when they did not have pitchers or carafes on the list.

Too be honest the food was quite good, a nice mixture of fish pieces, crispy batter, well-cooked chips, although not home cut, and a nice fresh salad garnish. Now when the bill came it was the wine that we were ripped off on. We had drunk the wine without paying much attention to it, a passable white, neither good nor bad. The bottle was whisked away with the dirty dishes, promptly after the meal, so when the bill arrived I could not check the make of the wine we had consumed.

The bill for food was around £8, not bad but the wine was priced at £12 a bottle, which I questioned. The waiter showed me the menu again and sure enough the cheap bottle I ordered was immediately below the expensive one they were charging us for. We have since learned that this is not an uncommon occurrence and will now always ask for vinho de casa or house wine.

Sitting back in Pooh with a bottle of wine (£1.25p) to console ourselves after being stung yet again, we decided that we would venture across the border tomorrow and see what Spain had to offer.

Awakened as usual by the fierce sunshine, we had our tea and reads. No rush, we would play today by ear and see how far we got.

I left Linda in bed and went for an early morning swim in the pool. It was a bit chilly but very invigorating and I enjoyed the luxury of having the pool to myself. Towelling myself down on the lush grass, I thought to myself that I had just timed that right as a noisy family group arrived for their morning dip. I walked slowly to the camp shop, taking in the morning rituals of other campers, clutching toilet bags bound for the shower block. I brought some rolls from the small site shop and we breakfasted in Portugal for the last time this trip. Not rushing we were still packed and on the road out of town by 10 a.m.

We headed north towards the main coast east-west highway. It was only about thirty-five miles to the border, and we relaxed and admired the views from the heights of the main road. Many of the beaches on this end of the Algarve are like Olhao, where a boat trip is needed to reach a beach. After recent experiences this held no appeal.

When we reached the former border we found a kiosk advertising no commission currency and for once we got a good rate for our Escudos, armed with Pesetas we ventured forth across the border. ‘ Viva España’ or so we hoped.
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Funny Fines and Hidden Dangers

The scenery started to change shortly after crossing the border. There was a low mountain range in the distance to the north. Towns and villages were spread more thinly, and there was no sign of mass tourism. The beaches gave way to marsh and national parklands. The road we were travelling on now, forty-five miles from the border, near the town of Huelva, a new motorway would take us the other fifty odd miles towards Seville. It was feeling distinctly warmer and the landscape more arid as we drove on towards the ‘City of Oranges’.

As we skirted the top of Huelva to pick up the motorway, we came to a junction at which we needed to turn left. On the far side of the junction was a pair of motorcycle police officers enjoying a break and a chat. With no other traffic in sight, I indicated and moved into the centre of the road for the left turn, the road markings provided us with a separate lane for left turns with a bold stop line at the front of the box junction. With a totally empty road I rolled up to the edge of the box and just before Pooh came to a total stop, I accelerated away, and bear in mind this is a VW camper, not a Gti.

As we rounded the corner one of the traffic cops leapt into the road and beckoned us into the kerb.

“Oh bloody hell, now what?” I said to Lin.

The officer, around fortyish, greying temples, Ray-Ban sunglasses, could have been plucked straight from a Mexican bandit movie. He removed his glasses as he strode towards us. The window was fully down and he leant on the frame, and started to speak rapidly in Spanish, I shrugged my shoulders. He pointed at the junction and said harshly ‘stop’ and slapped the side of the van to emphasize the point. By now Lin had gathered together all the legal documents for the van, which I offered to him. A cursory glance at them and he shoved them back at me and went off to his comrade.

“Well, is that it? Can we go?” I said to an amazed Linda.

“I should wait a minute. If he has not finished with us and we drive off, we could be arrested!”

Good thinking, so we sat and waited for a couple of minutes. Sure enough he finished talking to his companion and headed back for us.

A piece of paper was shoved at me. It could have been an official fine, or his laundry receipt for all I knew. The amount of Pesetas was no joke though, equal to nearly £200.

“No, señor. No pesetas,” I said to him while showing him my wallet containing a minimal amount of notes (we hid the bulk of them before leaving the currency exchange at the border, standard precaution).

He rattled something off and turned back to his bike leaving us even more confused. Returning yet again, he almost growled, as he handed me yet another bill, this time it amounted to about £25, which we happily paid. I did not think a receipt would be forthcoming so I started the van and cautiously drove off. In the mirror I could see them mount their motorcycles and come charging after us.

“Oh no, we should have waited,” I yelled at Lin.

But the two bikes went roaring straight past.

“Phew! Thank God that’s over.” Relief washed over me.

We both lit a cigarette and waited for our hearts to settle back to a reasonable rate. To this day I still wonder if it was a legitimate fine or just an excuse for us to pay for their lunches.

Now whenever we pull up at a Stop junction in Spain, we have a ritual. Stop, handbrake on, have cups of tea, count to ten, then move off if clear. It annoys the hell out of people behind, but we have never had another ticket.

The rest of the run to the Seville ring road was, thankfully uneventful. The temperature rose steadily though and we were grateful to pull in to an air-conditioned bar for a cold drink before turning south.

We had chosen a site from the guidebook at a place called Contil de la Frontera, set in a pine forest above a wide arc of beach, complete with a small bar and bistro. All this though was still a hundred miles to the south.

Revived, we re-boarded, Pooh and set off in the hottest part of the day. It is a myth about the noonday sun being the hottest. From two to four p.m. the temperature soars to its daily peak. So it was that we headed south, with the sun coming in straight through the windscreen.

After half an hour the interior temperature soared to one hundred degrees, even at fifty miles per hour with all the windows open. Then to make matters worse one of the roof retaining clips popped off and the loose canvas smacked in the slipstream. This was a motorway with nowhere to pull in, so Linda was sent back to try and re-secure the clip. Sweating and fighting a fierce side wind she finally managed to redo the troublesome clip. She was super-heated after her battle and tempers were fraying.

“Make a tea towel wet in the sink and wrap it round your neck to cool down,” I suggested.

Sitting down again, posture regained, the clip promptly flew apart again, followed by its companion clip farther down the roof.

There was a real danger now of some serious damage to the roof and its material sides. With still not a sign of a pull in there was no alternative except for Linda to hang from the metal frame of the roof and use her weight to hold the roof down.

Ten minutes later a service centre appeared on the horizon. A grateful wife let go of the framework and shook her aching arms. I managed to secure the clips with some cable ties and green string. We drank a whole bottle of water each and splashed ourselves down in the washrooms. We looked forward to getting back to the coast.

After a total days travel of around two hundred and ten miles we found the campsite in Contil de la Frontera. It was Friday July 15 and the main season was starting to get underway. We were about twenty miles south of the historic port of Cadiz, scene of many a naval battle, including Trafalgar. This area between Cadiz and Gibraltar is known as ‘The Coast of Light’, and is Atlantic facing, which means that it can be quite breezy and has a growing reputation as a great location for wind surfing.

The campsite’s owner, a cheerful Irishman, checked us in and advised us to set up where we’d like, which past experience had proved to show that we could wake up to find a tent right up against the van. However, at this time, 4 p.m., there was plenty of space. We tried to find a corner out of the way and proceeded to set up camp.

A visit to the bar to reward ourselves for the labour provided us with the opportunity to speak to our host. He was expecting the camp to fill up this evening and warned it could become boisterous at weekends. Great.

“Let’s give it a go for a couple of nights. It’s a good base to see the area. How noisy can it be?” I said.

“Fine, it might be nice to stay somewhere lively,” was Lin’s reply.

After a second beer we walked out of camp and followed the signs to the beach, along a winding track through a wood of tall pines, which opened up onto a fine beach, backed by tall cliffs. We walked along the shoreline hand in hand, shoes off cooling our feet in the ebb and flow of the sea.

“Nice beach. Let’s come down tomorrow for a quiet day on the sands and unwind again after our run in with the law,” I said.

Linda thought it sounded perfect. So that was the plan for Saturday.

The dinner we chose that night was something of a disaster. I had found a bag of the Portuguese dried salted cod flakes we had bought earlier on the trip and promptly forgotten about. I mixed up the cod flakes with some fresh water and made some fluffy mashed potato from the packet of smash we had brought with us from home.

Lining two earthenware bowls with cod, and a layer of potato, topped off with some cheese, they were ready for the grill.

“Two fishermen’s pies coming up,” I announced.

They looked great, brown and crispy on top fresh from the grill. One bite told us that I had forgotten the golden rule of dried salted cod: soak, rinse, and soak again. Our meals were all as salty as hell and totally inedible! After binning the pies we settled for some bags of nibbles with some wine and watched group after group of youngsters arrive for the weekend. By 11 p.m. the camp was virtually empty of people. Apparently there was a disco within walking distance of the camp, across a couple of fields. The second bottle of wine had gone and the Scrabble won by Linda (again) so we retired to our bed.

I awoke with a start. The sound of breaking glass fresh in my memory followed by “Oh, John, you bloody fool, that was a full bottle of wine!”

The John in question just replied with an expletive. Linda rolled over.

“What’s going on?” she queried, only half awake.

“I think the disco has closed. It’s bloody 3 a.m.!”

My wife is lucky in that she can, and does sleep through anything. Me? A moth flaps its wings and I’m wide awake. The revellers continued to return to camp over the next two hours. I tried to play classical tapes in the stereo to lull me to sleep again but to no avail.

Arising at 9 a.m. to go for showers we made no effort whatsoever to be quiet. In fact as we stomped towards the shower block I took some comfort to hear the groans coming from some of the tents. Sitting out over the breakfast toast and juice we decided to head for the beach as soon as possible, and enjoy the peace before the revellers awoke and came to join us.

In the cold light of day the walk through the pines took on a new meaning. The track was already crowded with local cars, parked at all angles and we could see piles of household rubbish throughout the woods, cans bottles and assorted debris.

It appeared that the campsites secluded beach was well known by the local community and fully utilized. Unfortunately they seemed to leave their rubbish behind when they left. I would hope that camping folk would be more aware of the environment, and take their trash back to the bins in the camp. I know we certainly do.

The beach was about half a mile long, so even with a couple of dozen families on it at this early hour the sands could not be called crowded, by any stretch of the imagination. We found a spot to lay out the mats and blow up Li Lo Lil in anticipation of the cooling dips to come, once the sun climbed a little higher. Stripping down to our swim wear and laying out in the growing warmth, I idly started to watch the local families arriving for their weekends on the beach. I could not believe all the gear that they bring with them on a day out.

One family even had a generator and a full-sized fridge and television, and a big barrow to transport them on. All of them had immense netting shades erected with picnic tables and chairs, pot-bellied barbecues and half a dozen cool boxes. We were convinced that some of them would be here for the whole weekend, even sleeping down here on the warm sands.

Nicely toasted on both sides, I sat up for a cigarette and a bottle of Coke. Looking around I was surprised at how few people were in the waters. A couple of kids played in the sands dampened by the lap of the swells, and some adults were out in the deeper waters swimming and snorkelling. But strangely there was nobody in the water at waist depth, normally the most populated area of a bathing beach. I walked to the edge of the beach to investigate. The waters looked beautiful, reflecting in the bright sunshine. On closer inspection though dark shapes could be seen in the two-foot deep waters, rocks, so densely covered the sea floor that you were hard pushed to find a space to plant a foot down.

This would make swimming very awkward, I went back to report my findings to Linda, who was by now sitting up and watching me with curiosity.

“Oh well, I won’t go in,” was her response.

I lit a cigarette and watched the local swimmers to see how they coped. I noticed that many of them seemed to wear a pair of clear plastic sandals that did not appear to inhibit swimming. Others trod gingerly between the rocks until in deep enough to lay on their backs and float gently out to deeper water. What I found really strange though was that these rocks were not visible above the shoreline, even as low tide approached. I can only conclude that the regular beach goers have over the years moved all the easily accessible boulders up to the cliff line.

We lay in the sun, reading, eating fruit, and sipping bottles of water. We had a few beers with us but as yet they went untouched. We helped each other apply copious amounts of suntan lotion to the unreachable parts of our anatomy and settled down for a nap, at least I was catching up on my sleep. By 2 p.m. the heat was getting too much for us, and a swim was definitely in order. Linda decided to give it a try as well. I think all the water she had drunk might have had some influence on the matter.

Stepping into the cooling sea was pure bliss. On tiptoe we edged farther out between the rocks. The tops of the boulders were weed covered and very slippery, so walking on top of them was not an option. Linda, not yet being able to float, meant that we had to go out to waist depth before we could lift our feet and swim off into the clear depths. Lin’s inability to float also meant that when swimming out of our depth she could not roll over and float to have a rest.

So ten brief minutes later we were headed back to shore. Walking back up through the boulders, Lin was holding on the waistband of my shorts, she stumbled and started to pull the back of my trunks down.

“Let go of me!” I yelled.

“No, I’ll fall over!” she cried.

“I don’t bloody care. Let go of my bleeding shorts before you pull them down!” I snapped as I turned to pull her hand away whilst trying to support her with my other arm.

Back safely on the beach, a beer and cigarette was the calming remedy we both needed. It is both easy and pointless for rows to escalate, miles from home. One could hardly run home to Mummy. So we sat and talked through the situation, eventually laughing and hoping nobody on shore had a camera to hand.

A couple of hot sun bathing hours later, not to mention the beers, another swim was required. Lin pleaded not to go in, but I assured her I had it sussed this time. I grabbed Lil and my flippers and dragged Linda towards the sea. In the shallows before the rocks started I laid down the Li Lo and got Linda laying down comfortably, pulling on my flippers and resting my chest on Lin’s feet at the bottom of the inflatable. I kicked off gently and we skimmed out over the rocks and headed out to sea, I could swear a cheer went up from one of the family groups on the beach.

Back in camp we had a cleansing shower to get the beach sands from our bodies, and refreshed we sat outside the van and over a beer discussed the plans for tomorrow. I wanted to move down to Gibraltar in the morning. I did not know how many more sleepless nights I could take and wanted to leave here as soon as possible.

Apart from the camp and a disco there was nothing else within walking distance in the area, and if we took Pooh out to see Cadiz we would certainly find our pitch occupied upon our return. So we would move on to pastures new in the morning. Tonight we would sit at the bar, eat from our barbecue and go to bed as drunk as possible to ensure as much sleep, as the returning youth would allow. Miserable old git, were Lin’s thoughts on the matter, but she went along with me.

Eight a.m. Sunday morning. After another disturbed night’s slumbers, we arose and began the noisy (hopefully) process of packing up camp. All stowed away we were ready to roll by 8:30, but the reception and more importantly, the road barrier were not open until nine so we had a shower and a glass of orange juice before rolling out of the gates at 9 a.m. on the dot. The road south was a joy to travel on. Sunday at this hour it was clear, and the flat dusty landscape was clearly visible on the fine day. The road ran parallel to the sea with barren hills leading to low mountain ranges to the north. As we neared Tarifa, the southern most point of Spain, the road started to climb into the mountains and we could glimpse the Atlas Mountains and North Africa across the straights of Gibraltar.

Winding up to the highest point of this scenic road a lay-by and panoramic viewing point came into sight. Feeling the need to have a coffee we pulled in. A pair of mobile homes were already parked up and by the look of them had been there all night and were only now waking up. Stretching our legs we went to admire the view. Swirling mists at sea level could not hide the high Atlas Mountains, majestic as the low sun cast golden rays on their slopes. We took a couple of pictures and sat in the van drinking hot coffee, enthralled at the landscapes before us. We were lucky, I think an hour later and much of the magic of this spot would have disappeared as the sun rose to full height and the mists burnt off.

Following the curving road down towards the coast we smoked and talked about our destination. What did we really know of it? British, £’s and pence, duty-free, apes and a big naval base, that was about it. So it was to be an adventurous day, spotting an open garage and not knowing the fuel situation in Gib, we decided to fill up just in case. Fool.
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Bacon, Eggs, and No Going Back

The Spanish town that is the border with Gibraltar has the grand name of La Linea de la Conseption, and this is one place that is still strictly controlled. There was a queue to get in through the checkpoint, and at this early hour it still took over thirty minutes to get in. The queues coming out of Gibraltar seemed to be moving even slower than we were.

At last we crossed into British territory again. You have to drive across the airport runway to reach town. Flights arriving or departing could delay you even further. The first proper road we reached had a huge petrol station on it and…

“I don’t believe it!”

Petrol was half the damned price we had just paid. On a full tank that must have been quite a saving. We must be the only people ever, to have entered Gib with a full tank of fuel. Talk about Two Clots in a Camper.

As we wandered down the main street it was obvious that most of the shops and attractions of the colony would not be open on a Sunday. At least it meant parking was not a problem. We easily found a space in the high street. We strolled down the high street window-shopping. Judging by the oohs and aahs that were coming from Lin, I was glad it was Sunday.

Suddenly a wondrous near forgotten aroma assailed my nostrils. Bacon, grilling bacon. Unmistakable. Linda scented it too. Like a pair of bloodhounds we followed the trail down the street to a cafe. Double egg, sausage, bacon, beans, tomato, two toast and a mug of tea, all for £2.50p.

“That will do for me,” I said.

Lin nodded, drooling in agreement.

It is sad, I know but we are English and after six weeks away that was one of the most enjoyable meals we had on the trip. Now I would not want to have it every day, but that is its appeal as a treat. It was lovely. We sat with our mugs of tea while it sizzled on the griddle, savouring the smells and sounds, eating slowly, enjoying every morsel. I was sorry when it was gone and being a total pig, ordered two rounds of toast and some marmalade to finish off, wonderful.

Stuffed and contented we rolled out of the cafe and headed towards the harbour. Finding a bench seat we sat, digested and chatted happily. This particular part of the harbour reminded me of the new buildings in Brighton marina back home. We were having quite a reminiscing morning so far.

“Come on, let’s see if the cable car is open, and walk off the breakfast,” I said to Linda.

“I won’t go on it if I don’t like the look of it,” she answered. Poor old Lin! She wasn’t very good with heights.

Linda sighed deeply as we neared the lower station and saw that it was, indeed open and the car was descending to ground level to pick up the couple of waiting tourists already there. Buying two tickets, up only, we would walk down the paths to return to the bottom, we joined the other passengers in the queue.

With a lurch we were on our way, swaying upwards above the town and the deep blue grey waters of the harbour. I must admit that I felt more apprehensive in this small car than in the large carriage of the Picos de Europa mountain cable car. Swaying wildly the car bounced to a halt and we were beckoned to jump over a small gap to reach firm ground.

“Hold my hand and don’t look down,” I said to a terrified Linda. “Good girl. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” I said to my trembling wife.

“Yes, it bloody well was! Why do you drag me onto these things?”

We walked in silence to the summit of The Rock and looked at the view. Africa was barely discernible through the haze, looking over towards the east, where the resorts of the Costa del Sol shimmered in the heat, glancing down. I could see mile upon mile of corrugated sheeting covering the rock’s slopes. I had read somewhere that with water in short supply these sheets caught and channelled rainwater into storage tanks, if they were still in use, I knew not.

There was no sight of the famed Barbary apes of Gibraltar at this high level. The path back to town was a winding single-track road that snaked down through the steep slopes. For some reason walking down a steep hill is a lot harder on the legs than going up, and we took the opportunity to sit on a bench and take in the view as often as possible. Half way down we found the apes at a spot that had a few dustbins with the remains of rotting fruit in them, close to a wooden platform on which it looked as though they were fed at regular times. These were not the fit athletic creatures one normally pictures when thinking of apes. They were fat and pot-bellied, and lay on their backs on the wall. They did turn their heads to look at us and seeing no food in our hands did not bother to move. Disappointed by the hairy inhabitants of The Rock we made our way down. There were some caverns that could be visited near the bottom, but I was relieved it was Sunday and they were shut. Walking back through towards the high street, it occurred to me that the pubs had been open for some time and we were failing in our patriotic duty by depriving them of our custom on Sunday lunchtime.

A small pub in a side street soon remedied the situation. It was just like a village pub of twenty years ago: darts, shove ha’penny and skittles. Not a pool table, juke box or fruit machine in sight. It was friendly and welcoming. Best of all, I was able to order a pint of cider, which I much prefer to beer, while Linda had a half of bitter shandy for a change. Sitting there listening to typical pub chat, football, politics, etc. was a nice reminder of home and a chance to catch up on world events.

Now I know that we had eaten a gut-buster breakfast, but it was a few hours ago, and when one of the other customers received a homemade Cornish pasty, chips and beans, we had to do likewise. It was lovely, brown sauce and all. Poor old Linda needed some help to finish hers and I was happy to oblige. After another half pint of drink each to wash down the lunch, we literally waddled out into the midafternoon sunshine again. Time was getting on and we needed to find a campsite back in Spain for the night.

We had one more visit to make while still in Gib. We might have missed out on the petrol but we would take advantage of the duty free shops. Finding a suitable store close to Marks and Spencers and only a short walk to the van, we stocked up with our favourite cigarettes and a bottle of brandy. Now limits for duty free did apply at the border crossing, so we bought the correct amount each plus an extra two hundred pack, which we both opened and left the individual packs strewn around the van as though they had been there for ages.

We joined the queue for the border and after all the tales we had heard of horrendous waiting times were amazed when five minutes later an armed officer knocked on our window. He wanted to see all of our personal and vehicle documents and then he searched the van thoroughly. Satisfied he waved us through.

“I think we were lucky because it was Sunday. Otherwise the queue would have been a lot longer,” I said to Linda.

“And it was a quiet time of day. That helped,” she replied.

We were back in Spain and heading east. The road was surprisingly narrow, just one lane each way. We passed through small villages and larger towns with commercial centres. The road at times was very close to the sea, affording views of pleasant coves packed with the Sunday crowds enjoying the fine sunshine.

Linda had been looking forward to visiting Estepona, the first major town along from Gibraltar. Unfortunately, there was not a campsite in our guidebook until Marbella, and I had selected one right on the seafront. We could afford an hour or so in Estepona though to sound the place out and perhaps return for a day out from Marbella. As we neared the town the traffic increased and the road widened. Suddenly I was jolted out of driving on autopilot by a huge busy roundabout looming out of the traffic. Before I knew it we were on the roundabout. As Linda struggled frantically with the map book, a sign for Marbella caught my eye and I turned off on to a brand new motorway.

I said, “I’m sure this is not on the map. Anyhow don’t panic now. When we can stop we will have a proper look.”

A small road with a sign for a beach bar appeared by the next exit. I took it, thinking a break and a drink would work wonders for our relationship right now, and give us a chance to look at the map. As luck would have it the little parking area by the beach shack was empty, not surprising since there was no sign of life at all in the beach bar. Damn, so I started to turn around, we appeared to be on a concrete car park that had a covering of wind-blown sand over it, and so if I stuck to the tyre tracks, we should be okay. Pulling away in the tracks of the previous cars, I suddenly felt a sickening slide of the back wheels, we were obviously off of the concrete and where a light car had got away with it, we had not!

“Jesus!” I exclaimed.

The back wheels had sunk up to the centre hubs in soft sand. It was obvious that no amount of revving and rocking was going to get us out of here. Think. We had no local connections. This might be considered self-inflicted and thus chargeable by our breakdown cover. Think. Come on! Got it!

“Linda, look along the beach and roads for any bits of wood, flat preferably. Go on then!”

Off she went, bemused. I removed the bikes and took them to the road, then looked at the rear of the beach bar. Sure enough there, as always was an old delivery palette, and several sizable bits of timber.

These with what Lin had found would be enough. Using two of the thickest bits of wood under the trolley jack, I had so thoughtfully brought with us (this does work with a hire car’s scissor jack as well, don’t ask) I got the rear wheels one by one up to the level of the beach. Packed under the wheel with sand, wet sand is better if you have it, we then made a wooden road under each wheel so that we could drive back on to the concrete.

When you drive off, don’t rush, but don’t dally either and stay on bloody line, Yeah! We were off. God, let’s get a drink. I think Linda was suitably impressed by her old man, but still had the hump over Estepona to say too much. Still had we stopped there we might never had got into this mess in the first place. Returning the remains of the palette to the bar and re-stowing the bikes, we washed our hands in Pooh’s sink and after a swig of water got underway again.

About two miles on we stopped at a complex on an estate beside the motorway, with a full tarmac drive, there was a cafe and small shop.

“Bring the map book and let’s have a coffee,” I suggested.

Lin followed me out of the van. We sat and had a coffee while studying our surroundings. On the south side of the cafe was a superb swimming pool, surrounded by green lush grass on which holiday makers lay on comfy sun loungers. It looked very inviting. Had we been as confident then as we are now, we would have just acted as though we belonged and gone for a dip. We certainly needed one. But we were still very naive, travel wise, and didn’t have the cheek to do it yet.

We were still on a motorway and turning around to get back to see Estepona was not something I wanted to do as time was getting on and we needed to find the campsite. Linda was not amused and was in a bad mood for the rest of the day. In later years we found a couple of small beaches where people wild camp, undisturbed by the authorities on a regular basis not half a mile from this very cafe. As we left the complex, we stopped to admire a series of charming pueblo- style apartments in a complex on the opposite side of the road. Bena Vista it was called.

“How the other half live,” Linda said to me.

“Nice,” I replied.

Talk about the fickle finger of fate. Two years later Linda’s mother and father would take us on a timeshare holiday to Club Bena Vista and we would love it so much that we would end up buying two weeks here a year ourselves. Stranger still, forgive me for digressing, was the fact that when we checked in with the in-laws we found that the resort manager was an old acquaintance: David who used to run the local health club. He kindly let us have an extra apartment so we did not have to share with Lin’s parents. Suffice to say that over the years we have spent a lot of time in the area and to Lin’s eventual delight, we’ve been to Estepona, and it is indeed a very nice place.

Climbing back into Pooh the Bus, I offered Lin a cigarette in an effort to restore harmony. She snatched it off of me and lit it in silence, I thought better of asking her to map read till we arrived at the site. According to the guidebook, it was on the main coast road to the east of Marbella and easy to spot, being next to the Sunny Beach go-kart track.

I found the site easily enough. A steep narrow stretch of road led the twenty-five feet down to the tarmac campsite. It was squeezed onto the shoreline between the narrow beach and the main coast road on the cliffs above. The site was more like a small car park than a camping ground, mainly tents secured by rocks in the absence of any earth. Not exactly what I thought, but it would have to do for one night.

Checking in at reception we were told that awnings were not allowed, which meant we would be confined to Pooh’s interior for the duration of our stay. We were set up within five minutes and I longed for a refreshing dip, but the water had an oily sheen to it, which I put down to the tons of suntan oils in use on the beaches of Marbella. In hindsight it was more likely the used chip fat from the camp’s cafe. I prefer not to think about it.

Wild horses would not have got Linda into those waters that afternoon. She was content to nag me from the shore. “Don’t you get any of that scummy water in your mouth. You’ll be ill for days!”

That was all I could hear. After the swim, I had a shower (cold only available) to wash off the oily remains, then we changed and went out to explore. We walked up to the main road and discovered that there was actually nothing to explore in the vicinity, just a golf course and residential estates. So we wandered around the go-kart track watching kids do their best to ram each other off the track.

The supermarkets we had driven by had all been closed so we were reduced to eating in the camp’s cafe.

The cafe, set into the cliff face high above the tarmac, was just as expected: plastic garden furniture, pool table and assorted games for the youngsters. We found an empty table and perused the limited menu. I ordered a couple of beers along with a paella for two, thinking it might cheer Linda up.

“The paella ‘here will be out of a freezer and be horrible!” was her response.

She could well be right. We finished our beers and the young man behind the bar came over and asked if we wanted wine with our meal and apologized for the delay, saying that the chef was sorry but a good paella takes time to prepare.

We ordered a bottle of white rioja and the waiter asked if we wanted it at our table. Confused I said, “Of course” as I sat back down.

He brought the wine over and said, “Would you like to go to your table now.”

Totally confused I said, “Eh!”

He bade us follow him through a side door.

“That was the cafeteria. This is the main restaurant,” he said, stepping aside to let us through.

“Wow,” I gasped, as he showed us to a table for two in a small alcove with a wrought iron balcony overlooking the Mediterranean sunset.

Sweet-scented tubs of flowers lined each side of the walls. It was beautiful! Linda’s face was a picture. Gone was the frown, replaced by a broad grin.

“Oh, it’s so romantic.” She sighed. “Where is the camera?” she inquired.

“In the van. I’ll go and get it.” I replied.

I dashed back to the van and took a couple of snaps of Linda on the balcony, before rushing back up to the table. When the food arrived the waiter took a photo of it and us with the balcony in the background.

The paella of course was superb, the best (with the exception of my own) that we have had to date, and the desert was nice even if I have totally forgotten what it was. We paid the bill, and left a good tip, and then walked hand in hand back to the van to watch the moon rise and sip another bottle of wine.

Waking up to our normal routine, tea and a read, we chatted and decided that there was not much here to stay for, and we would move on to Fuengirola, where the campsite is a lot closer to the town centre and the shops. While Linda showered, I had another swim in the oily waters. This time I even came across a used condom, which was enough for me. Blue flag beaches or nothing from now on. We were packed and on the road by 10 a.m., ready for the long journey ahead, a mere twenty or so miles.
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All That Glitters Is Not…

The site was on the northern side of the town bypass and it took us a couple of circuits of the roundabout to find the turn off for the campsite. Driving in through the gates we passed a superb looking swimming pool, children ran and leapt into the waters and had a great time.

Parked in a large bay near the pool was an aging coach that had been converted into a mobile home, around which children in various stages of undress played freely. The site was set on the side of the hill overlooking the coast, the higher level was occupied by the site buildings, reception, shop and bar⁄cafe followed by the toilet and showers blocks. On the southern slopes, spacious pitches separated by low bushes made your area feel quite secluded. It was Monday morning and the campsite was very quiet, hopefully to stay that way until Friday.

We chose a corner spot far away from the noisy pool, and went about putting up the awning. On this trip we must have spent dozens of hours putting this awning up and down. On our later camper vans we would invest in a roll out type sunblind that bolts on to the roof. In this climate all you really need is a sunshade and they are so easy to use and lightweight.

Table, chairs and assorted paraphernalia were all set out in their usual places with Roger Rock holding the table down securely. I took the opportunity to empty the Porta Potti and top up the fresh water tank so we were all prepared for a few days relaxed camping. We were hot from our exertions and went for a nice swim before rustling up some lunch. The pool was clean and well maintained, if a little noisy.

Chatting to a couple of other campers over a post swim beer, we learned the story of the coach parked in the bay. It arrived early in the seasonal with a dozen or so assorted travellers aboard and they liked the place so much they stayed on, working wherever possible and, giving relief to camping parents by running an unofficial kids club.

The site cafe had a limited menu so we had a cheeseburger each and reminisced on the Bruno Dad’s burgers of Sumo in northern Spain, which will never be bettered. It was nice though, sitting in the sun, dripping pool water onto the terrace from our damp costumes, beer in hand, chatting away. On the opposite hillside a mile or so away, a giant black steel figure of a bull dominated the skyline. We wondered if it was some form of advertising or if it meant there was a bullring in the local area.

After lunch we drove a short distance down the bypass to one of the hypermarkets. There was plenty of choice in this, a major tourist town. Restocked we drove down into town and parked in the port area to explore. The marina was filled with all manner of pleasure craft, from millionaires’ yachts to small fun speedboats. Tourist gift stores alternated with cafes and bars lining the frontage of the marina, trying to tempt the holidaymakers into parting with their cash. It was a black hatter’s paradise, sitting with a tall cold soft drink. Yes, soft drink (Lin would not let me have another beer until the van was parked up for the night).

We watched as streams of pink lobster like tourists shuffled off of the little ferryboats that travelled unceasingly between the larger tourist centres. Many do not realize that the sun is magnified and reflected by the sea and a couple of hours in an open decked boat can lead to a severe dose of sunburn. We drove back to camp, a pleasure to just pull in next to the awning without fear of finding someone else in our spot, and had a siesta, before venturing into town for the evening.

The campsite was above the eastern end of town, and a path led under the bypass and railway line before joining up with the main town. We thought we would walk in and get a taxi back to preserve our finances a little bit. The exercise would be good for us as well. Forty minutes later we reached the main part of town behind the marina. Hotel tower blocks and shops galore, discos and dozens of low-cost Brit food cafes touted for the available business. I even spotted a place selling all types of meals inside a giant Yorkshire pudding. It was interesting to see this type of tourism but it was not what we would want to endure for a whole week. We had a drink in pavement front bar and were amazed at how many street sellers noisily tried to sell us their wares: watches, tapes, belts even carpets.

We could not even have a peaceful drink without someone trying to get money from us. A gentleman laid a card on our table, which said in many languages, that he was deaf and could we spare a little money to help him out. I immediately assumed it was a scam, when I heard a lady from the next table say, “Let’s see if he is for real!” She beckoned the beggar over and proceeded to speak to him in universal sign language. Surprise, surprise! He was genuine, but he explained that many tricksters use these cards to steal from tourists. Suffice to say he did well from that bar that day. Was he real, or had he just taken the trouble to learn the language of his trade? I find it hard to believe that in this day and age disabled people need to beg in the streets in the E U.

As the sun went fully down the crowds got noisier, so we walked along the front towards our own end of town to find a more sedate restaurant, to eat in peace, and watch the moon come up over the sea.

Seated in the evening warmth at one of the many vacant outside tables we ate a nice meal of grilled lamb chops, salad and chips with a carafe of wine. The waves gently lapped the seashore and it was a different world to the bright lights of the marina end of town.

Savouring the last of our wine, we were to be the focus of attention for one of the many looky looky men as we call them: those North African gentlemen who tout their wares from a suitcase, promising bargains galore. This was the first time we had actually encountered one of these people face to face. He was very persistent, insisting we view his wares, watches and ‘gold’ chains. Maybe it was the romantic mood or the wine, but our guard dropped and Linda said, “I could do with a new chain.” That was it. Chain after chain was produced and offered for selection. I must say they did look good and felt heavy. Eventually worn down by the verbal patter, I bought a wrist and neck chain for Linda and a neck chain for myself, a total of £25, not a bad price and they did look good.

As you may have guessed a week later after a few swims, while wearing the chains both our neck ones started to turn green and the ‘gold’ flaked off. Strangely though Lin’s wrist chain is still good to this day. Not a total rip off then. Having spent a bit more than we ought to have, we gave up the luxury of a taxi and walked hand in hand back to the campsite. We had a nightcap of coffee and brandy, courtesy of Gibraltar, and retired for the night. Ours was a secluded corner of the site and our back windscreen was not overlooked. So we lay in bed with the rear curtains open, watching the stars in the crowded sky, and the odd airliner passing through, as we drifted off to sleep.

The problem with having the curtains drawn and facing east was the rising sun woke me a lot earlier than usual. Feeling good I pulled on my swim shorts and drew the curtain to leave Linda fast asleep. Quietly I left the van and walked barefoot through the slightly damp grass to the deserted swimming pool. It was a bit of a chilly shock to the system, and certain parts of the anatomy beat a hasty retreat to warmer places. Once the initial shock was over, I swam silently back and forth and soon warmed up. It always amazes me how some people can make such a noise and create a torrent of spray while swimming. The crawl is a stroke that should only be used in races or distance swimming. You can’t see where you are going, or people in your path, your head is under water and you are a menace to other bathers. The gentle breaststroke on the other hand enables you to swim silently with your head above water in full control of your course.

Feeling totally invigorated, I returned to a still slumbering Linda, and made the morning tea, which we took outside to drink while watching the world come to life. There were two places we wanted to visit today, Mijas, the picture postcard white village, a few miles to north of Fuengirola and Benalmadena, a lovely seaside town with a big new marina, just along the road from us. Benalmadena was the town where we were due to meet up with Fred and Jean (the in-laws) at in September for a week in their original timeshare apartment. This was now very unlikely as our funds where disappearing faster than anticipated.

Ten thirty found us grinding up the steep winding road to Mijas, passing luxury villas with shimmering swimming pools. Many coaches were in the line of traffic heading for the pretty town. I had the feeling that it may not exactly be un-spoilt. The car park sign led us to a large terraced expanse of tarmac immediately below the town’s square. Parking up the van and putting the reed beach mats over the windscreen to keep out the fierce sun, the days were getting really very hot now-we walked up towards the town.

We made our way to the gardens and viewing point on the south side of the square. We saw pretty ornamental gardens and terraces that overlook the Mediterranean sea and its myriad of resorts. A few photographs and a spell on a bench later, God it was hot, we strolled towards the main square and its lanes of tourist-oriented shops and bars.

Poor sombrero clad donkeys perspired in their traces, awaiting tourists to climb into the little carriages and be guided around the town. I am sure the lack of takers was down to the fact most of the British tourists would not want to inflict their selfish touristic pleasures onto the poor donkeys, already troubled condition. I am sure (ish) that the donkeys are, in reality well looked after, and thrive on working in this way, as they have been bred to do for generations. But to us soft British animal loving tourists, we would not want to put the donkeys through any more discomfort than they already endured. We wandered through the narrow lanes, window-shopping and observing the tourists as they scurried about with bags full of souvenir tat, donkey figures and plaster of Paris models of white village houses, etc. The bullring at Mijas is well worth a visit, but not for us as our finances would not run to it this time around. To be honest this was too false and commercialised for us. We much prefer traditional unspoilt places. So after a coffee and a sit in the square, we were content to return to the campsite for a nibble and a spot of sunbathing by the pool.

Late afternoon we walked down to the town centre and caught a bus into Benalmadena Marina, a new construction with a thriving shopping centre surrounding the boat berths. In the centre of the marina luxury, apartment blocks with private underground car parking and their own boat moorings. The building’s architectural style was along the line of Salvador Dali meets the Brighton Pavilion. The end result is rather unusual but stylish. An apartment here would be on my short list should we ever be fortunate enough to win the lottery. One can dream.

Lovely bars with umbrella filled terraces overlooked the moorings, and a sea life centre complemented the resort’s attractions. The marina is at the eastern end of Benalmadena and directly meets the wide sandy beaches of Torremolinos, with its high-rise hotels lining the seafront behind the ranks of sun beds and umbrellas.

We had a drink and watched the world go by. We were close to the departure point for the tourist train that pulled its visitor laden carriages on a tour of the marina complex.

“Only a pound a head. We can run to that, and it’s going in a minute. Come on, drink up,” I said, to Linda, arising from my chair.

It was a charming tour, bell clanging, children and the elderly leaping for their lives as the train progressed on its circular tour. Stopping for nothing, commentary, bi-lingually blaring out, some of the bigger yachts were positively sumptuous in their furnishings and one could only guess at the full level of luxury within.

All too quickly it was over and we were deposited back at the starting point. We walked through the marina to its western side were it meets the lower promenade which backs on to the clean pale sands of the play as. Regularly spaced free showers enabled bathers to rinse off the clinging sands and wooden duckboards and gave barefoot walkers a clean path to the sun beds. Very civilized. I supposed this was the first real tourist beach we had encountered, with its many ways to empty the traveller’s pocket. On a one or two-week holiday the budgeted daily spending money is a far higher amount than our spread over three months pittance. Free spending places like this could send our plans reeling, if tight control was not exercised. That was Linda’s job. I was all for booking into a hotel for the week and putting it on the credit card. The fact that it was in Lin’s name was probably a good thing.

The lower promenade had rows of restaurants and shops lining its northern side and because of the fierce competition, prices were very reasonable, but it was a bit early for us yet, so we continued to promenade along with the locals, although not as well turned out. Living out of a van is not really conducive with being smartly dressed.

After the first row of establishments, the path narrowed and the natural cliff rock lined the northern side for a few hundred yards before opening up to more bars and restaurants. This natural stretch is home to dozens of wild or feral cats that live in the holes and crevices in the rock face. We were pleased to see people leaving tins of food and biscuits out for them. Lin, of course, wanted to adopt them all, and after a few minutes I had to drag her away. As the height of the cliff lessened, an upper walkway appeared to complement our original course.

“Shall we move upstairs for a better view?” I suggested.

“Yes, why not?” my faithful companion replied.

The main high street flanked the upper prom. The roundabouts in the road all had a different decoration on them, themed around, sailing ship masts. One is bedecked with little windmills another with sails and yet another with flags. Very nice. Full marks to Benalmadena.

Standing on the palm-lined promenade and looking northwards the towering heights of the mountains provided a wonderful backdrop to the town. Benalmadena tumbles from its old town roots high on the slopes down to the newer expanses of the coastal sector.

Linda’s ex-boss Dot and her husband Cliff would soon be buying a small finca or farmhouse on the far side of these same mountains, and would make us jealous for years to come. A cosy existence for a devoted couple, to live day in day out in each other’s pockets, so to speak. The house itself, a tiny peasant-style cottage with cosy rooms was designed for outside living. Cliff a good D IY man has added a wonderful outside kitchen and with a small plunge pool. They lead an enviable life. Two cats and a pair of character dogs, Fred and Ginger, all adopted, make up their entourage. Good food and wines are cheap in the rural shops and markets, with a four-course meal as a weekend treat in the next village costing the same as a mediocre burger back home.

Their plot of land includes fruit and olive trees and we have even picked fresh Almonds from the tree by the driveway. AND they introduced us to the best ever hot climate drink, Tinto Verano;. a tall jug, loads of ice, a chopped lemon, preferably from your own tree, a bottle of cheap red plonk topped up with local cloudy lemonade, stir and serve. Mmm. If only we had heard of this local concoction on this trip, it would have been far more suitable than the copious amounts of beer we currently drank to quench our thirsts, in this increasingly hotter climate.

Up near the old town lies Tivoli World a quaint forerunner of the modern theme park rides, amusements and various stage shows are its main attractions. In years to come the enterprising management would build a truly wonderful attraction, an Alpine cable car running from the park, over the motorway and high into the mountains, a real visual panoramic treat of a ride.

By now we were coming close to the end of the walkways. On the other side of the road were a cluster of cafes, one of which, Bar Kon Tiki, had tables overlooking a small grass area with views to the prom and sea. A good spot to linger and watch the world go by, also a little up the road, I had spotted a large hotel or timeshare complex, Sunset Beach Club which had a taxi rank outside, ideal to transport us back to Pooh in the early hours.

I must say the food was excellent value. A steak, two eggs, chips and a sizeable salad garnish for me and two large pork chops with chips and salad for Linda, £2.50 for mine, and £2 for Linda’s. We sat there for quite some time, drinking bottles of passable house white wine at £2 a go, chatting to fellow travellers, many on their umpteenth visit to this lovely resort.

Finally around midnight, late for us, we ordered a couple of la mumbas to round off an excellent day before toddling up to the taxi rank for a comfortable ride home.

Back at camp we were dismayed to find two large caravans parked adjacent to our once quiet pitch. The owner’s extensive family was still up and partying at 1 a.m.

“Here we go again. Time to move on,” I said sadly.

Maybe I was expecting too much, to find a bit of peace and relaxation in July.
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Hot and Bothered

Packed and underway by 10 a.m., we decided that we were not going to move too far. Just to one of the quieter small resorts to the east of Malaga. As such we had plenty of time to explore inland, en route, take in a white village or two, perhaps even getting as far as Coin, the town that was home to the BBC soap opera, El Dorado.

We headed up towards Mijas again, and continued straight on past. Soon it became apparent that we were beyond the point coaches and mainstream tours travel to. The road narrowed and became more pot-holed as we climbed higher into the hills. Some farmhouses with donkeys and goats were dotted along the road.

We saw lemon and olive groves tended by their owners. It was a different world just a few short miles from the tourist driven wealth of the beaches. The hills and valleys had trees on the steep slopes, which looked at though they had been vandalised, huge chunks of bark cut from the trunks. Then it dawned on us that they might be cork trees and the thick bark harvested as it had been for generations, by the local farmers and wine producers. Some of the slopes had been burnt fairly recently, in a land of so many smokers it is hardly surprising, a carelessly discarded cigarette end and whoosh. I know it made us think more carefully about the disposal of our cigarette ends.

Nature is a wonderful thing and the dusty slope was already being re-covered by the local fauna. The thick bark of the cork trees seems to give them a degree of protection from the quick moving fires. The road leveled out on to a plateau revealing farmlands and small fincas in the distance. Tiny whitewashed villages, groups of old men smoking and chatting in the shady squares…why is it always just the men lounging around?

We came across a new development under construction just outside a place called Alhaurin el Grande, a golf course and luxury apartments. The lush green grass and small lakes looking strangely out of place in this dry landscape. Heaven knows what the old men of the region thought of it all. We stopped for a cool drink at a cafe on a cross roads, a small estate agency had set up shop just over the road, selling off the new luxury apartments and future building plots. The way it was going there would not be an acre of land without a tower crane at the centre of a new building. One had to travel farther and farther in land to catch a glimpse of traditional old Spain, a real shame.

Setting off again we turned east, through the byways to meet up with the motorway to the north of Malaga, near the airport. I had in mind a quiet looking stretch of coast with small seaside towns, one of which was Torre del Mar, a likely candidate after the huge industrialized sprawl that was Malaga, the highway dramatically swung right between two hills and emerged into the coastal plain again.

Motorway turned into a main road and it was pretty with near deserted coves dotted between small villages made this a most pleasant journey. The road became a high street as we entered Torre del Mar town limits. Shops and stalls lined the side of the road. In the distance a rare sight came into view, traffic lights. Thankfully few and far between in these quick-moving towns. Because they are so rare, they tend to be set up to take a lifetime to change. One could almost get out and have a coffee before it became your turn to move.

It was at these lights that we queued to turn right to reach the seafront, eventually moving off into a narrow shopping street, teeming with shoppers and a few tourists, bustling local life. Nice. Reaching the seafront, we saw a wide promenade with flowerbeds and benches sitting over a beach of wide golden sands. A sign pointed right, to a campsite at the western end of the esplanade, the entrance of which contained reception and a large cafeteria. Across the road on the beach a busy beach bar was feeding the lunchtime crowd.

After checking in we drove up the long tree-lined avenue with hedged in pitches on either side. At the end of the leafy lane was a large swimming pool complex, which was open to the public. Turning around, we picked a spot nearer to the entrance away from the noisy pool complex and with easier access to the beach and town. It was very shady, so we dispensed with setting up the awning. It was getting a bit monotonous: up, down, up, down.

It was extremely hot, over ninety degrees with quite high humidity and we found every chore very taxing, July on the Costa del Sol was perhaps not the best place to camp in a small VW motor home. On our next tour we would have mains electric and a tall pedestal fan to ease the sticky nights. Right now though a drink, a nibble and a swim were what was required. Grabbing our towels and the bum bag with all our daily valuables in, main documents being hidden in the secret place in the van, we crossed the road to the beach bar. A vacant table with views of the prom and sea was the perfect spot. A bowl of shell on prawns and a couple of beers made up the order. Settling into black hat mode, I noticed that most of our dining companions were speaking German.

You tend to find that certain towns in the more rural stretches of coast have a tendency to be monopolized by one race or another. It gives the limited number of restaurants the opportunity to cash in on the available clientele by specializing in their countries’ home tastes. Not a problem for us. We love travelling in Austria and Germany and are well aquatinted with their culinary tastes with the exception of wiess wurst (boiled white sausage) and sauerkraut (pickled cabbage) we are happy to try anything.

So delicious were the prawns that I ordered another portion for us to share, along with an ice cold beer each. Heineken as it happens. It was quite wonderful sitting there, pulling prawns apart. It was much too hot to eat anything too filling. The light cool crustaceans were just perfect. Even the breeze off the sea felt hot. Eventually we dragged ourselves away to the foreshore, too full of beer and feeling lethargic to swim, so we just lay in the shallows and let the gentle cooling waves wash over us.

We brought a large very cold bottle of cloudy lemonade from the site shop and sat out the remainder of the hot afternoon reading and chatting. We knew by now that we had made a lot of fundamental mistakes on this trip, being this far south at the height of the season was one of them. Larger motor homes are more airy and better insulated than our small metal box, bless her.

We also tried to cover far too many places, western France and northern Spain would have been quite lovely areas to have covered, in depth, instead of flitting around like we had from place to place without actually seeing the highlights of the towns we so readily passed by. It is amazing the great ideas and inspirations one gets after a couple of beers. We were thinking now of how we could have done the voyage differently and even toyed with the idea of dashing up to the cooler Costa Brava, only some seven hundred miles away. The grim reality was that our funds would allow for little more than a retreat to northern Spain and a ferry home, something we must start thinking about in a week or two.

A shower refreshed us, temporarily. Ten minutes later I was bathed in perspiration and back to square one. We walked into the centre of the esplanade and sat on a bench as the sun slowly sank below the horizon and allowed the slightly cooler night air to circulate. We walked up the street to the main shopping area and wandered around window shopping. Finding a cafeteria, I got us two iced teas, very refreshing when it is hot.

Fully sober now, the reality of our afternoon’s discussion hit home, I would do an in-depth check of our financial situation in the morning and access our schedule and options. For now, with the cool of night, hunger beckoned. Most of the restaurants were down on the seafront so we slowly made our way back down to select an establishment for dinner. We both enjoyed a pan-fried Dover sole, salad and thin fries with a nice bottle of dry white wine. The real highlight though was that the restaurant was air-conditioned and we finally got to cool down.

That night we did not get much sleep. Mosquitoes pestered Linda all night long. They seemed to like her and left me alone. Sweet and sour Lin called us. We had all the sprays and burning incense things, but nothing would deter the persistent blighters, if you were on their menu. They must have liked the fresh water of the swimming pool or the abundant hedgerows of the campsite. By morning Linda was covered in itching bites. I was unable to sleep because of the heat and Linda’s thrashing as she tried in vain to swat the blighters.

I sat outside with a cup of tea and reviewed our cash situation, I figured we could spend up to ten more days down here in the south before driving north for a couple of days back in Sumo where we could arrange the ferry home from Santander. At least then we would finish on a high, with a mini-cruise home. We always had the credit card for emergencies, but with no jobs to return to, we would be wise to stay within budget for the voyage.

Just along the coast was a town called Nerja, which we had heard a lot about and seemed a fitting finale to our stay on the Costa del Sol. It was only ten or so miles away and would be well placed as a starting point for the long journey north to Sumo. In the guidebook was a campsite near the famous caves, high on a hill on the outskirts of town with a swimming pool, a shop, and a small cafe. It sounded good, and with a lack of greenery should have been fairly mossie free, and with a bus stop outside meant it should be easy to get into town.

We left Torre del Mar and continued eastwards, I would happily return to the town for a second visit, but not in July or August. It was nice to be on the open road with the windows open, and having come to some decisions, instead of wandering aimlessly, our spirits were lifted. Just to the north of Nerja was an unspoilt white village called Frigilliana, that was well worth a visit, according to other people we had met that had been to the area before.

The road to Nerja, pronounced Ner-Ha, was a joy to drive on, a good surface, running alongside deserted picturesque beaches, and so inviting did these beaches look, that we pulled in to a lay-by.

Nobody else was on this little patch of sand, so we sat in the back of the van and pulled our swimming gear on. The cool water was gorgeous on our hot bodies and we played in the shallows. I did not think it wise to venture in too deep, I was pretty sure there were no fierce currents around here, but you couldn’t be too careful, so we stuck to waist depth and enjoyed the cooling sensation. Back in the van we had a coffee and some fruit to see us through the morning, changing clothes again we continued on towards Nerja.

“Shall we go into town first or straight up to the campsite?” I inquired of Linda.

“Good question. What do you think?”

We decided to have a cursory look at the town to make sure it looked as good as we hoped, before committing ourselves to the campsite.
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Cool Is Best

Nerja is a charming little town that climbs upward towards the mountains from its old-town heart, by the sea, the focal point of which is El Balcon de Europa (the balcony of Europe), a rocky promontory jutting out into the Mediterranean Sea. The old town centres around the Balcon, hotels and bars line the square on the Balcon’s approaches, with a maze of small lanes leading off north, east and west.

The newer town and some modern hotels lie to the west with the commercial centre to the north along with the main roads and bus station. East of town large timeshare and apartment complexes lead from the main road down to the sea, most of the beaches are of small fine pebbles, a welcome change from clinging sands.

We drove down the western side of town towards the seafront. There are none of the promenades of other resorts here, and the approaches to the beaches are higgledy pigeldy in height making for smaller separate coves rather than one long stretch. It was quite busy with traffic, but we were lucky with parking, and found a spot close to a four-star tourist hotel above one of the western sandy beaches.

It took us about ten minutes to walk through the lanes and find the Balcon, the tree-lined square was a hive of activity: tourists wandering the square taking photographs or choosing a spot for lunch, locals calling for customers for their horse and carriage rides around the lanes, the horses bedecked with colourful flowers, stood patiently in line, like taxis waiting for their next fare.

Walking on to the elaborately tiled Balcon we were taken aback at the wonderful views from the high vantage point. There were enticing beaches washed by turquoise seas, stilted beach bars and a narrow path through the cliffs to adjoining coves, just asking to be explored. The Balcon gives the impression of a wide construction, when if fact it is a finger of stonework jutting out from the cliff face for about forty yards, by about five yards wide.

On the end of this promontory a pair of cannon guard the seaward approaches to Nerja, along with a pay view telescope for the tourists. We felt reassured that this would be a good place to spend a few days before our departure north.

It was very hot still and we were getting thirsty, so we found a shady spot to sit with a beer and work up the energy to return to the van and find the campsite. Ten minutes drive from our parking spot, we entered the Camping Nerja site, perched on the hillside. The tiered terraces were sadly unshaded from the fierce heat of the day. Designed more for tents, the spaces were a bit on the small side for our van, and the awning was a definite no no.

We chose the largest pitch we could find, just below the small pool. The dusty ground was perhaps not the best surface for camping on. The dust got in everywhere. The van interior was blisteringly hot and a splash about in the pool was called for while waiting for the cool of evening. A few minutes after the swim, my damp shorts and legs were covered in the dusty grit of the rocky ground and we stayed out of the van until we had a shower prior to catching a bus into town for the evening.

The bus was bang on time and only a few pence for the return ticket to the terminus. It took us another ten minutes to reach the western part of town where we had parked earlier. Walking towards the centre we came across a small establishment called Dave’s Bar. Very original. Ever in search of some local knowledge, in English, we went in.

A long narrow room, the bar along the left-hand wall greeted us, with a few scattered tables and chairs to make up the furnishings. We sat on a pair of bar stools and awaited service. Noises could be heard from what we took to be the kitchen.

“Hello,” I called out.

“Sorry, folks, I was just putting some stock away,” explained Dave the amiable proprietor.

After introducing ourselves, I ordered a couple of cold Heinekens. We had taken a fancy to this beer, as it was not quite as strong as the Spanish local brews.

“We don’t often get folk in this early,” Dave explained, as if to justify the empty bar.

We got chatting and had another round, including one for Dave. He had been here for a few years, but being out of the town centre the bar had never really taken off. He was now thinking of selling up and moving on. Just then another couple came in and sat at a table. Dave scurried off to serve them.

When Dave found out that we were camping he was surprised that we actually paid to use a campsite. He told us of a camper van that had been parked on a bit of wasteland above the beach, just over the road a bit. It had been camped there for the last eleven months, totally unmolested by the authorities. My first thought was that it sounded great, free camping above a beach, but in reality the thought of no fresh water or toilet facilities filled us with horror, but a spark of an idea was forming.

“Linda, you know as well as I do that it will be a nightmare trying to sleep in the van tonight, hot and sticky. We will spend the whole night tossing and turning,” I reminded Lin.

“Yes, I agree. I’m not looking forward to it!”

I put my case. “Why don’t we blow the budget on a few days of luxury, instead of a week of sleepless nights?”

To my surprise Linda agreed without even being persuaded.

Dave told us of the Pension Marazul just around the corner opposite the big hotel were we had parked this afternoon. Nice rooms, balcony and air conditioning!

“That’ll do for me,” I told Dave.

Buying Dave another drink, it was hot and the halves of beer slid down in one, or so it seemed.

“We will give them a try after this one?” I asked of Linda, who nodded in agreement.

The Marazul was nicer than I had imagined, a white painted two-story building with blue painted highlights gave a real Mediterranean appearance. A large-terraced dining area was along the front of the building, with a small dining room for inclement weather.

I entered and found the small reception area, a white-shirted waiter asked me what I required and on hearing my tortured Spanish, called over an English-speaking colleague. Yes, they had a room from tomorrow, 2 p.m. Friday, but we must take it for a minimum of three nights, £30 a night with continental breakfast. Perfect.

The rest of the evening we were on a high, the thought of air-conditioned heaven to come. Walking through to the Balcon area to eat we talked of our plans for the morrow. Dave, good man, had also told us of the little white village outside town, Frigiliana, which was well worth a visit. Some of the village residents use their homes as unofficial bars and you go into any house with an open door and the lady of the house will serve you a beer in her living room. Quaint.

Also we had been advised that should we find a safe parking spot in Nerja on a Friday afternoon. It would be foolish to move the vehicle before Monday, as the town would fill up rapidly from Friday evening.

We found a small cafe in the back lanes that had a nice pretty little flower-covered courtyard through the back, where we had a nice seafood pasta each, with a bottle of wine, of course. We caught the bus back up to the site and sat by the pool with another wine. It was far too hot to even attempt to sleep yet. A glass of wine, albeit tepid, feet dangling in the pool, the moon and stars above us, we held hands and talked of what the future might hold for us upon our return home. Who knows?

Following a hot and fitful night we breakfasted outside the van after a morning swim. Even Linda swam. It must have been hot. We sorted out the clothes we would need over the weekend resorting to carrier bags as, of course, we had no suitcases. Also some of the foodstuffs needed to be disposed of, fresh foods that would not keep in the parked up van until Monday. We packed and bade farewell to the campsites of southern Spain. If indeed we did camp here again it would be in the cooler seasons. We drove the five miles to Frigiliana, with all the windows open in an effort to keep cool. The road up to the village was lined with small villas. Most of which are let out to holiday makers during the high season. Their pools sparkled in the sunshine as the families lounged around the inviting waters.

Sitting at the table next to us, in the restaurant courtyard last night, we overheard a conversation from a couple that were staying in one of these villas on the road to Frigiliana. It sounded like a nightmare. They had come out to breakfast on the patio, and found a four-foot snake stranded in their swimming pool. Ugh!

On telephoning the managing agents, from what I could gather, they were told it was a common occurrence, and they would have to fish it out and set it free themselves. When they asked if it could be poisonous, they were told might be! No way could I even go near it, we will stick to hotels from now on. Realistically, in all our travels, we are probably lucky in not having seen one, especially in some of the out of the way places we have stayed in. We luckily found a parking space under a tree to shade the van, at the lower end of the traffic free village.

There was a central path up through the spotless whitewashed houses, sunglasses were a must as the glare was quite literally blinding, from the dazzling white buildings. Bougainvillea-entwined fences and gateways provided a splash of colour and the scent was very pleasing, and the odd flowerbed or citrus tree sat at points where two paths crossed.

A noisy hornet of a moped flashed by, a helmet-less teenager flying off to some rendezvous, not a totally traffic free town then! He made us jump, the little blighter. A drink was called for, and I spied a doorway with a crate of empties outside. We walked in to a darkened hallway, a forbidding- looking woman with a developing moustache beckoned us in to a sparsely furnished room.

Two small tables and a few chairs, one of which was occupied by a frail looking gentleman. Our hostess barked at us. The old man flinched. Putting on my best accent, I ordered two beers. Mine was served in the bottle, but Linda was given a glass. We sipped in silence, the old man dejectedly looking at the floor. I hoped the poor bugger was not her husband and could escape later on.

As always when having a beer, I pulled out my cigarettes for us both to smoke. The old man frantically waved his hands, whispering, “No, no, permisso!” and looking in the direction where the lady of the house waited, in the adjoining room.

We drank the beer quickly and smiled to the old man as we left. I thought it a good idea to leave a good tip to ensure our departure. To be fair the beers were extremely cheap and it certainly was an experience. Maybe she was as nice as pie behind that gruff exterior.

As with a lot of these picturesque places, they are often better viewed from a distance. To get the full true picture, up close there was not really a great deal to do or see. The whitewashed houses all looked similar, even the few shops around were just houses with the front room made into a store.

We reached the highest point in the village, and tried a different path back down, when I actually saw a proper sign for a real cafe. OK, it was in a converted town house, but at least here we might get two glasses and a passable lunch. Our new regime meant that we could eat out three times a day, hang the expense.

Walking in we struggled to regain our vision in the cool dark interior. A pretty teenage girl said hello in English (a vast improvement on the last establishment already). She must have guessed our origins from our attire. Not difficult. We often play a game when black hatting called spot the Brit. Quite easy and usually fun, especially after a drink or two. The Germans often catch us out though, until they speak.

The pleasing señorita said she would bring us a menu, and would we like to go up to the roof terrace?

“Yes, please,” I replied.

Thinking maybe we had hit the right place after all, she indicated a stairway in the corner of the room and we made our way up. The panorama over Nerja and the countryside was stunning. It made the whole trip worthwhile. You could see for miles in any direction: the High Sierra behind and the deep blue of the med in front of us. The roof terrace was well thought out. Two-thirds of the roof was covered in bamboo matting to keep the sun off, but a section was left open for those preferring the sun. Of course the furniture was of the plastic variety, but it is perfectly suited to this environment, and I would have it in my own home if I lived out here too.

Our young waitress brought out the menus along with a bowl of olives and some peanuts to start us off. Firstly I ordered a cold bottle of house white wine, which she went to fetch while we decided what to eat. Choices, choices. The wine arrived, ice cold, dry with a hint of lemon. Lovely. Because the girl could speak good English, I chose to be brave. I explained that we had never really got into tapas, and could she give us a selection of tapas that our British tastes might find palatable? I was taken aback when she exclaimed! “No, señor, but I will sell you some.”

“Very good. You had us going there for a moment,” I replied.

Laughing she went off downstairs, no doubt to tell her family about the joke.

The families that allow their children to act as go-betweens for their businesses with non-Spanish speaking customers aren’t silly, as I am sure the big tips would prove. This delightful girl brought us a wonderful selection of treats, prawns, sausages, chicken wings some sort of pastries a few dips, cheeses and breads, perfect nibbles for a hot day. Part way through our feast a mother and two teenagers took the next table to us and we nodded hello, as one does. We listened in as they discussed the evening’s dinner plans. She was obviously an ex-pat and her children were just visiting. She talked of a Nerja seafood restaurant in the lanes that all the ex-pats use, cheap and wonderful food, especially a dish called Pil Pil prawns.

“Excuse me, I am sorry to butt in. We are staying in Nerja this weekend and that restaurant sounds so good. Would you give us directions?”

The good lady did, but warned that without reservations we should go before 9 p.m. Sounded crazy to us as 9 p.m. was getting on for bed time, not dinner. Told you we were old farts.

Back in the van, I drunk a litre of water to set myself up for the journey into town. It was approaching time to check in for our last few days of luxury, and I must say the day was off to a good start. Our lunch and the wine in Frigiliana had been less than £6 including a good tip for the comical waitress.

We drove past the Marazul twice before finding a parking space a couple of hundred yards away. By the time we had carried our plastic bag luggage to reception we were extremely hot. We checked in and were shown up to our room. The waiter cum receptionist demonstrated the air-conditioning controls and, after a 200-peseta tip, left us to it.

The room was only about twelve by twelve feet with an en suite shower and toilet-bliss-a small balcony facing south to the beach with a couple of chairs and a little table. But after the confines of the camper, this was heaven. We showered away the day’s heat and lay on the bed enjoying the cool air blowing over us at full blast. Wonderful!

After an hour of total idleness we dressed and sat on the balcony. Looking down I saw a parking bay being vacated right outside our room.

“Quick, you go and stand in the space. 111 get Pooh!” I shouted to Lin as ran out, grabbing the keys on the way.

Quite what Linda would say to anyone attempting to take the space, I dread to think, but the situation never arose. I got the parking space without a hitch. It was even under a tree, so Pooh would be a bit cooler in the heat of the day. We unloaded a few items from the van, as she was now handy, including two glasses and some of our bottles of lemonade. We sat on the balcony with our books and tepid lemonade until the time came to change for dinner.

On our way to Dave’s Bar to thank him for his excellent advice and buy him a beer, we passed the waste ground where the long-term camper lived. The rough ground looked as though a building had been demolished at some stage. Banks of rubble had been bulldozed to either side of the plot. Leaving the southern end open to the cliff top, with sea views, the dilapidated mobile home occupied the southwestern corner. From the look of it I doubt that it would be capable of moving under its own steam ever again. An old three-piece suite was arranged on the seaward side of the van with a large canvas sunshade rigged up over the area. Not a bad set up at first glance, but it all looked very dirty and neglected. A trio of very tanned men sat on the chairs, swigging out of beer bottles and talking loudly, as drunks tend to. No, I think we will stick with the hotel, and its comforts.

Dave was pleased we called in, and that his tips had been so fruitful. We were, again, the only ones there at this early hour and we felt guilty leaving him on his own after a couple of rounds. By 9 p.m. the old town was buzzing. The horse and carriages were fully employed conveying visitors around the lanes, some of which were closed to traffic in the evenings to allow cafes to set up tables in the streets. It was a lovely atmosphere, lively and friendly and as yet no sign of the looky looky men of more popular resorts to interrupt your meal.

We took in the views from the Balcon and enjoyed just wandering around soaking up the sights, sounds and smells. Happily we even found an English book exchange shop in the lanes, and made a mental note to return tomorrow and replenish our supply of reading material for the remainder of our trip.

We found what we thought was the restaurant that the mother and teenagers from this morning had described, and seated ourselves at the only vacant table for two in the street. The menu was in English as well as Spanish, much to our relief, I ordered a jug of wine to drink while we decided on our menu for the evening. After much deliberation we settled for the small Pil Pil prawns each as a starter. Just in case we did not like them, calamari or squid with salad was Linda’s selection, while I plumped for a sole and salad.

The prawns arrived in small earthenware tapas bowls. They had obviously been cooked on the hob in these bowls, and they positively sizzled in the blackened dishes. Juicy prawns lay in a pool of olive oil with garlic and chillies. We ate using the spoon to scoop a couple onto a slice of bread. They tasted divine, but by the third mouthful, my tongue and palate was starting to tingle and I was losing all sense of taste. Linda did not seem to be having a problem, but then she has always been good with hot chillies. The sole, I am afraid, I cannot comment on. It looked good but I could not taste a thing and each sip of water or wine made the burning in my mouth even more fierce.

After dinner we visited a lively tourist bar, loud music and flashing lights. Two pints of lager partially restored my senses to the point that I could tell that I was eating the complimentary peanuts. Back at our room we sat on the balcony with a final drink and revelled in our privacy, looking out on the world unobserved from below.

We spent a blissful night, huddled under the duvet. I had unashamedly left the air conditioning on all night. I got up, drew the curtains and opened the French windows to let some fresh air in. Pouring us an orange juice, we lay in and read for a while, to finish our current books so that we could trade them in later on today.

Coming down to the restaurant around 10:30 for our inclusive breakfast, we sat at an outside table and waited to be served. There was no choice. A tray appeared with two glasses of orange juice, two large coffees and two rounds of toast, jam and butter each. Toast was such a novelty to us that we were more than happy with this, but the real luxury was being able to return to our room and use our own toilet and basin before venturing out for the day.

Over breakfast I had asked Lin, “What do you fancy doing today?”

She answered, “What about going to the caves this morning before the crowds, and the beach this afternoon?”

That sounded fine to me. We agreed that it would be silly to lose our parking spot, so we would catch a bus to the caves. Walking up to the bus terminus through the heaving shop-lined streets was a nonstop round of direction changes, avoiding purposeful señoras laden with bags of shopping, making a beeline for the next store.

At the main crossroads in the north of the town, a small hut served as the ticket sales booth for the local buses. We were pleasantly surprised to buy an all in ticket for the caves and bus for only £4s each, a bargain. The ticket itself was a novelty, with a full colour picture of the main cavern on the front. The bus was, of course, punctual and got us to the caves in about twenty minutes, we both cringed as we passed by the campsite, remembering the overpowering heat.

The Cuevas de Nerja was only discovered in 1959 by a young lad out exploring and must have been quite a find. The largest cave is used as a concert auditorium in the summer months and has outstanding acoustics.

Apparently, there are even wall paintings dating back twenty thousand years when it was home to the local cavemen.

We waited in the small queue to go down into the dark cool depths. As you entered you were blinded by a camera flash. They would try to sell you the picture on the way out, and yes, we did buy the damn thing. Lin’s eyes finally adjusted to the dark and we followed the rope guide rail down the slippery steps. I cannot remember all the details of our tour. One cave is pretty much like another, but it was good value for money. The main auditorium cavern stuck in my mind, huge with stalactites hanging from the ceiling, ranks of theatre seats lined the wide back wall, in preparation for the concert to come this evening. Another room had a deep clear pool in it, roped off to prevent the odd careless tourist from an unplanned swim.

We emerged back into the sunlight to collect our photo. We looked like startled rabbits caught in headlights, then walked down to the small hamlet that sat at the foot of the hill by the cave complex. Sitting in the sun with a beer and a small selection of tapas we felt thoroughly relaxed and were sliding into the role of tourists, as opposed to travellers.

We returned to the room to change for the afternoon and got all the beach gear out of the van. The sandy beach opposite Marazul was full of families, so we opted to explore the little coves beside the Balcon.

Steep steps cut into the rock led down to the first of the beaches. This one was quite crowded, so we walked along the undulating path at the foot of the cliffs, leading to tiny isolated pockets of seashore. After ten minutes we found our own deserted spot. Flanked on both sides by huge boulders, we squeezed through the gap (only just, in my case) and came onto our few square yards of tiny pebbles above the waterline. Perfect.

Laying out our reed mats, we pulled off our T-shirts and let the sun hit our, by now, well-tanned bodies. I sat smoking, taking in the ocean view and the peaceful lap of the waves. I knew we would not resist the lure of the water for long in this heat, so I sat puffing away to inflate our Li Lo, and only coughed half a dozen times before she was restored to full pressure.

I lay down to read, we had a new (to us) set of novels to choose from, thanks to our visit to the bookstore on the way back from the caves.

“Come on girl, wake up before you burn. Time for a swim,” I urged my slumbering (what’s new?) wife.

“Alright, alright. Give me a minute to wake up, or do you want me to drown?”

“No comment,” I jokingly replied, giving her knee a stroke.

I smoked another cigarette while she gathered herself together. Lin always makes a fuss about going in for a swim, but invariably loves it once she is in (as long as it is as warm as a bath). We tottered into the warm water, hand in hand, the beach shelved quickly into deep water so I struggled, thrashing around as I tried to put my flippers on in deep water. I went under for the third time before eventually getting them on my feet; Linda was floating around on Lil, laughing her head off at my antics.

Finally sorted out, I latched on to the back of Lil and kicked off for deeper water. Pushing Linda before me, we manoeuvred around and checked out the neighbouring coves, most of which were much bigger and busier than our little bay. We had chosen well. We had a lovely rest of the day in our little spot, reading, swimming, and sunbathing. We knew from experience that on a Sunday all the locals head for the beaches and we would be lucky to find a peaceful space like we had today.

Speaking of peaceful space, one drawback we had noticed in Nerja was that, possibly due to the narrow streets there are a large number of scooters and mopeds in the town. The craze for removing the baffles from the silencers means that these 49cc bikes sound like demented bees. Every hour of the day teenagers buzz back and forth totally destroying the enchantment of the town, I hope the council put a stop to this before too long.

On our return to the pension the receptionist asked if we wanted to book a table for tonight. It appeared that unless we had already booked a restaurant, we would be hard-pressed to get a table for Saturday night. They had a cancellation for 9 p.m., which I accepted.

The pension restaurant was a bit more expensive than our usual places, but it was our last Saturday in the south, maybe in Spain, so hang the expense. A warm shower and a change of clothes later and we were ready for the evening. We had struggled to find a decent set of attire each from our depleted clean clothes store. I hoped our table would not be in a prominent position, surrounded by Nerja’s finest dressed residents.

We were surprised to see Dave’s Bar was busy as we arrived for a pre-dinner drink. We had to sit at a table, as all the barstools were in use.

I was pleased when he remembered my name and asked, “The usuals, Steve?”

“No, thanks, Dave. Can we have a bottle of dry white wine please, as it’s Saturday (any excuse would have done!”) I replied.

“I’ll bring it over,” he said.

We were both glad to see the bar busy at last. We had felt so guilty leaving him alone behind the counter last night.

Sipping the wine, we realized how peckish we were feeling. It was a long time since the tapas up by the caves. It was a mixed crowd in the bar, holiday makers in freshly laundered trendy clothes, ex-pats in slightly faded attire, the fierce regular sun having faintly muted the colours, the tourists on beers, ex-pats on gin and tonic, everyone enjoying the weekends pleasures.

On the way back to the restaurant we decided to telephone home, and say we would be coming back soon, and to check they were all okay. All was well and they were eager to see us, and good news on the job front. Captain Donald commanding officer of the Brighton Territorial Army base had rung my mother. I had an interview a few months ago to be a mechanic in the workshops, and although unsuccessful at the time, now they required my services. My mother had explained that we were away, but the captain had said the job started in mid-August and was I interested? I asked my mother to ring him back on Monday and tell him, “Yes please!”

This news put us in excellent spirits for our dinner. To become a civil servant in regular employment was quite a step up for me at that time, and I looked forward to it. Little did I know how much tea I would have to drink in the next five years!

Our table was, thankfully, outside in the corner of the terrace almost totally out of sight of the main area. I can almost picture the maître d’ that afternoon saying, “Put the scruffy camping couple over there out of the way, and get them seated quickly when they arrive!”

Am I paranoid or what?

We had a wonderful meal, opting for the set menu. It was a fragrant chilled gazpacho soup followed by a thick pork loin steak in a pepper sauce with fresh summer vegetables. For dessert we opted for the fresh fruit salad, a delicious mixture of exotic fruits. The house wine was a real delight, dry and zesty with a hint of lemon. Going totally over the top I ordered coffee and brandy for us both to end the celebration.

After a second wonderful night’s sleep we went down to breakfast at around ten o’clock and discussed our plans for the day. I thought our best bet would be to go down to the adjacent sandy beach early and hire a couple of sun beds and an umbrella for the day.

Tomorrow would be a long travelling day. I wanted to get past Madrid on day one, and a good rest on the beach would be just right to set us up for the long hours in the van.

Straight after breakfast, we gathered our towels, beach gear and headed off to the sands. Still being early for a Sunday, we had the pick of the beds and selected two on the front row with uninterrupted views of the sea. At £2 each for the day the beds were quite a small price to pay for a comfortable days relaxation, with the added bonus of the attendant keeping an eye on your gear when you go off to lunch.

Reading, swimming, and sipping lemonade made up the morning. I often sat up to smoke and studied the antics of other beach goers, children making sandcastles, elder siblings smashing them down, young ladies preening themselves, pretending not to notice the stares of the young men, too shy to make advances. All shapes and sizes of people, ample señoras and wizened old señores, promenading along the damp sands, stopping to greet friends and relatives, just as they do in the town squares at night.

As lunchtime approached, we nipped back to the room to freshen up and then walked round to Dave’s Bar, where we were dismayed to find that he did not open on Sundays. This saddened us as we would be unable to say goodbye.

Walking through to the Balcon area, it was really busy, so we headed into the lanes to seek out a British bar to enjoy an English style lunch. Our last for a while. As we had been in the sun all morning, we were quite happy to sit inside. Finding a suitable establishment, I was overjoyed to see Strongbow cider on draught, and to cap it all. The day’s special was steak and ale pie. Lovely. Linda just had an omelette and a couple of halves of lager, while I pigged out on pie, beans and chips washed down by three pints (half litres) of cider.

We would be really sad to say goodbye to Nerja. It had been a great place for our last few days in the south, helped, of course, by having a cool room to relax in. Our last few hours slipped away on the beach in the hot sunshine, on the way back to Marazul, we stopped off at the van and stowed away a deflated Li Lo Lil along with my flippers and the reed mats. It was hard to think we might not need to use them again this trip, if northern Spain was as we remembered. It would be raincoats and wellies by Tuesday.

Sunday evening found us wandering around the town, looking for somewhere open to eat. Many establishments seemed to shut after lunch on a Sunday. We wanted a nice (but cheap) seafood meal to round off our stay. We settled ourselves in a cafe on the western side of town for a change. It was fairly new and had a large outside terrace. There was mixed fried fish on the menu, which we had enjoyed previously in other towns, so we ordered that and some wine, of course. The meal was very good, but our spirits were low. We realized that we had come to the end of the road and all our plans and ideas were evaporating. The thought of a new life abroad was now just a romantic dream.

Working in the hot Spanish sun is a different proposition to lazing on a beach and I doubted that we could handle the heat full time. A fresh start awaited us back home and it was time to return to reality. It would be good to see the families again and to catch up on the soaps. Sometimes boring makes a nice change. That old saying the grass is always greener has a lot of truth in it.
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Wish We Weren’t Here

Showered and dressed by 7:30,1 went down to the van to check out Pooh’s fluid levels. We had about six hundred miles to do over two days and she needed to be in top form. A car can do the journey in nine to ten hours, but with our camper I reckoned on about fifteen hours. We had some very steep roads to climb and Pooh would be working flat out.

Levels topped up, we started ferrying our luggage down and stowing it away. Our water tank was nearly full, but had been sitting around for four days, so we would need to buy some bottled water for drinking over the next two days. Loaded and packed we enjoyed our last breakfast at Marazul and after paying the bill, bade them farewell. A gift shop had just opened up for the day next door, and we nipped in to pick up a gift each for the Mums and a wall plate of Nerja as a reminder for ourselves. We had about three hundred and fifty miles to do, to break the back of the journey and put us north of Madrid, where there were some campsites shown in the guidebook. I thought we’d go for about seven hours, putting us on a site by tea time.

Heading back to the main road we found a garage, pulled in to fill up and check the tyre pressures. That done we parked up and went to a small supermarket and bought some bocadillos (sandwiches) and a good supply of soft drinks and bottled water.

Returning to Pooh we put some of the drinks in the twelve-volt cool box and turned it on, hoping the continuous driving would allow the box to drop a couple of degrees. We moved off heading east along the coast for twenty miles to pick up the main north south highway, more or less a straight road all the way to the north. We would pass Grenada, Jaen, and Madrid. No problem for us, we were used to passing places by.

Turning north from the coast, the highway started to climb towards Grenada, a never-ending gentle slope. The road skirted most of the towns, and so made for a pretty boring journey.

We had a sad moment on the way up from the coast. Roger rock was still on board, and we thought he might like to stay down in the south, ‘on the other side of the mountain’ so to speak. When we found Roger rock he was in a shady north facing location, and it made us think of the fable of the rock that spoke to any passing birds.

“What is it like on the other side of the mountain?” he would inquire, desperate to have a different outlook on life.

“Much the same as here,” the birds would answer.

But he did not believe them, and was desperate to find out for himself. So this is why we left Roger on the south side of Spain. I did tell you before, that we were soft. So we left him on a ledge overlooking the blue sea, where in a few thousand years he will have tumbled down into the ocean. Ahh.

The hot sun was coming in through my side window all morning, so we had to stop at a lay-by and put some sun tan lotion on my right arm and leg tops, Lin’s turn would come as the sun got over to the western skies in the afternoon. The long climb up to the central plain of the interior was a hard slog. Pooh was heavily laden and on some of the steeper hills we were down to second gear and fifteen miles per hour. Pooh seemed to breathe a sigh as we levelled out on to the plain and picked up speed.

We cruised along at fifty-five and the van felt happy at that speed. There was no point in pushing her and causing a breakdown. She had done marvellously up till now and we wanted to keep it that way. The scenery had changed. Now grape vine and olive groves stretched out as far as the eye could see, and that was all we would see until Madrid. Linda often climbed into the back of the van, returning with glasses of juice or water. We played music, sang along and smoked more than was good for us as the hours crawled by.

We were surprised to suddenly be passing through the outskirts of Madrid. We had settled into the stupor of longdistance driving and had been on autopilot unaware of the changing scenery. The motorway widened into eight lanes and city traffic joined us in several places. We thought from the map that our road just continued straight on but there was no sign of the N1 that we should have been on all we could see was N1V.

In a panic we took an exit hoping to find a lay-by in which to study the map. In fact we came down onto a busy interchange and became hopelessly lost. Floundering around in the busy traffic, I spotted a parked police car and in desperation pulled in behind them. Using my best sign language and pointing to the map, I tried to convey our problem. They probably thought me mad, but rather than arrest this nutcase, they beckoned us to follow them, leading us back the way we came to the same spot on the motorway. Drawing alongside the van, they signalled us to go straight on. Shouting, “Gradas,” we did as they said.

Back on track it dawned on us that all that had happened was that the road carried on, but the name or road number had changed. No doubt they had a good laugh back at the station. A further half an hour’s travel brought us to the entrance of a grand-looking campsite just north of Madrid. The tall wrought iron gates led to a small wooden reception hut where we had to pay £ 15 for a night’s stay, the dearest ever pitch. The receptionist spoke, or pretended to speak no English and gestured us towards the distant camping grounds.

“Oh bloody hell. What have we let ourselves in for?” I said to Linda.

The once grand site was like a rubbish dump, dilapidated and decaying, full rubbish bins lined the pathways. Some disgusting-looking caravans sat in one corner of the site with a crowd of filthy unwashed children playing in the neglected playground. We headed for the farthest reaches of the site and vowed to stay in the van as much as possible.

We went for a walk to stretch our legs and check out the washrooms, but always keeping in sight of the van. We came across a green scum covered open-air pool and once proud tennis courts with spectator stands. This must have been some site in its day (1930s?), now with the advent of modern motors, the overnight stopover in Madrid was obviously redundant, and nothing was done to maintain this place. We found the toilet block, and suffice to say we would not bother with a shower and would use the van’s other facilities until a proper campsite came up.

Now food was another matter. We had no main meals in the van, and the guidebook mentioned a four-star restaurant⁄hotel next door to the campsite. We decided to go and eat now before it became fully dark, feeling it might be wiser in the circumstances. We walked back to the entrance to find the main gates shut and reception firmly closed. A small-people-only gateway was half open, in fact it was rusted solid in that position.

The hotel looked like something out of the Munsters, all towers and dark, but at least lights were on. Entering the restaurant a dinner jacketed elderly waiter showed us to a table without a word, and returned with two menus, in Spanish only of course. The only thing on the menu I recognized was the pork, so I pointed and said.

“Pordos persons,” then I pointed to the cheapest bottle of wine on the list and he nodded and walked away.

God! I was looking forward to this wine. We had earned a drink today. Lurch or that’s what he looked like to me (The butler from the Addams Family television show), returned with the wine, and said something about pork, and then inquired if we wanted salad, to which I replied, “Yes, please,” assuming that salad would go with the meal.

The wine, I must admit was very, very nice and slipped down easily.

The meal arrived, two plates of hot sliced leg of pork with sauteed potatoes, gravy and a big bowl of salad! Yes, a green salad with hot meat and gravy? I put my head in my hands and laughed, there was no point in complaining to the waiter, who was obviously taking the mickey. (In later years, we learned that salad was not totally unknown with hot meat and gravy on the continent, strange, but true). The big shock came when we paid the bill. We did not bother with dessert or coffee. God knows what combinations we would have gotten, and the bill was nearly £40. Yet again we had fallen for it. Being tired, I had failed to notice the expensive wine immediately below the cheapest, and this he insists is the one I ordered. We paid and exited leaving behind a good old tirade of Anglo-Saxon words.

We departed the site as soon as the gates opened at 8 a.m., and were dismayed to find a few miles up the road, a free modern municipal camping ground with good facilities and a cafeteria. Bugger! The main road continued north in an uneventful straight line. We stopped for a coffee around 11 o’clock and it was not until we reached Burgos that we drove through a town of any size. The scenery had become more mountainous and greener. The temperature had dropped quite a few degrees as well, still warm, but not the searing heat of the Costa del Sol and the air was fresher, more oxygenated, or so it seemed.

North of Burgos we came to a Y junction. Strangely both ways went to Santander. The left took 70ks and the right 50ks. We sat in a lay-by and waited for a couple of minutes. Most of the traffic took the right turn including an aging large truck.

“Well, if all those vehicles are going that way, it must be the quickest!” I said.

There was not really anywhere else on the map they could be going, other than Santander. We followed the route and soon caught up with the other traffic, backed up behind the lorry that was going tediously slowly down the slight incline. After a few Ks the road grew steeper, but no problem. Luckily the lorry pulled in for the crew to have a break, along with some of the other vehicles. We were able to overtake the two remaining vehicles in front of us on a wider stretch of road.

I let Pooh roll down the hill in top gear to slow our decent and jabbed on the brakes if we exceeded forty miles per hour. The endless hill just kept getting steeper with nowhere to pull in. It took more and more pressure on the brake pedal to slow our progress. I knew now why the others had pulled in back up the hill, to cool the already hot brakes ready for this near vertical drop, or so it seemed.

I was starting to panic a bit, but tried not to worry Linda too much. It was not until we approached a tight bend and Lin said, “You’re going a bit fast, aren’t you?”

Seeing my face, she realized there was a problem. I was gently pumping the brake pedal, but it was getting spongier by the minute as the fluid boiled and turned into vapour. Not a good thing to have in an hydraulic system. A long straight section of road opened up before us with rough grass verges on either side. It was now or never. The brake pedal was almost useless.

I turned off the ignition, careful not to go too far and activate the steering lock. Unpowered and still in gear we did not increase speed. I slowly applied the hand brake, leaving the foot pedal alone to cool for half a minute or so hoping that it might make the powerful front disc brakes function again. To slow our progress further I slewed the van left and right across the, thankfully empty road, and edged her into the long grass of the verges as much as possible.

I had done all I possibly could to avert disaster. At a place where the road seemed less steep I put the foot brake on fully and pulled on the hand brake as much as I dare. Steering for the verge, hoping the drag of the grass would slow us further. It did. After what seemed an age we ground to a halt, the brakes making awful tinging noises in their superheated state.

“Lin, get out and grab something, anything from inside the van and shove it under the back wheels. I don’t think the handbrake will hold when I let the foot brake off!” I screamed at Linda.

Cool in a crisis, she found a couple of things, I never did know what, and stuffed them against the back wheels. Gratefully I realized the brake and got out of the cab.

“Sorry, Pooh, I should not have done that to you. I’ll get you some new brake pads and shoes when we get home. Thanks.” I was glad the Germans build them well.

We stood by the van, chain smoking as the large lorry came grinding by at a walking pace. The two men in the cab just shook their heads as they passed. No doubt they had seen it all before.

So it is worth mentioning that abroad, they do not always advertise dangerous road conditions, so if the locals are doing something strange think about it. They may be wiser than we think. Lesson learned.

We waited for a good hour to let the brakes cool right down, Linda made a coffee and we had some crackers and a jar of pate, so at least we would not have to stop for lunch. I checked and topped up the depleted brake fluid level and thankfully the pedal felt normal, so we slowly made off for the coast, keeping to fifteen miles per hour for the remainder of the hill. Next time, if there is one, we will go the longer route.
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Blockade and the Home Run

It was getting on for four o’clock when we rolled through the familiar gates of the Sumo campsite, and Edna was in reception as usual. She was pleased to see us, but when we asked her how things were going she sadly told us of Billy’s demise. Billy was one of her wonderful dogs that used to race around the camp giving everyone an alarm call. Sadly he had been chasing a farm trailer, just outside the camp and had gotten too close to one of the wheels. Bobby, Billy’s sister dog, had not been herself since and just moped around pinning. What can one say?

We asked after her husband Harry and more bad news. He had overdone it with a bulldozer, creating a new terrace for tented campers and was currently recuperating in bed in their caravan. Edna inquired if we would do some jobs around the place for her, knowing from our last visit that we were contemplating work.

“I’ll pay you of course,” she said.

“Let’s see how it goes,” Linda replied.

We were both wishing we had never left here now, throughout the trip we had said, “If we could find a business like Edna and Harry’s, we would be quite happy to take it up,” and here it was, falling apart for them.

We set up camp in our old spot. Les and Barbara were still in residence and greeted us like long lost children. It was nice. We almost cried. Then Les said, “You’ve heard about the ferries no doubt?”

“Eh, what do you mean?” I said, baffled.

Les went on to explain that this morning’s 11 a.m. sailing was waiting outside the harbour, still trying to get in, blockaded by French fishermen or something.

“Oh great,” I said.

We would have to drive to the terminal tomorrow and see what was going on.

Having had a free beer off of Edna, in return for favours to come, we walked down to town. It had been a long couple of days without any real walks, and our destination was Bruno Dad’s cafe for a mega burger.

We sat ourselves down. Bruno came slowly over, sniffed us and began vigorously wagging his tail and licking our legs. When his dad came out, it was like a second homecoming. Beers appeared as if by magic and he sat and had one with us. Using sign language and the Spanish pronunciation of towns, he got the gist of our route. I think so many tourists say, “We will be back,” that when someone actually does it is a big event. Needles to say, his completa burgers were bigger than the first ones and Bruno was in for a lot of leftovers.

Back in the Fly swatters bar that night, we had not lost the knack. The topic of conversation was the ferry blockade. Several campers had returned this evening after it became apparent that the boat would not be entering port. We did not know what to do.

The next scheduled departure was Thursday at 2:30 pm, if there was a backlog we might not even get a ticket. We would have to go to find out tomorrow. So we forgot about it for now and had a lovely evening with Les and Barbara, catching up on the last few weeks.

Next morning early we gave Edna a hand around the site: Linda cleaning the toilet blocks and myself…Unblocking the main pipe to the cesspit. Yes, I know. It will forever live in my memory as well. A good two showers later and I was ready for the trip to the ferry terminal. Reasoning that the port may be jammed we took the rusting bikes down to the little ferry boat jetty, fifteen minutes later we were in the queue to speak to the harassed booking office attendant.

When finally we got to the front of the queue, we were told that, no new tickets were being sold. It was not known if the Thursday boat would get in or not. If you had a ticket already, you could choose to wait or have £200 cash and go to Caen in Normandy for another crossing. I insisted that we had bought our return ticket to Caen on the proviso that we could upgrade to a return crossing from Spain if we chose to. They would not listen. We would not be getting any compensation for our long detour.

I was very angry. Had we plotted a course from Nerja directly to Caen we would be at the border with France by now, not stuck in Cantabria. They advised us to take it up with the company when we got home. I would certainly write to them (never did get anywhere!). It was now midafternoon on Wednesday. I suggested we head back and give Pooh a thorough check over. We had a dash of six hundred and fifty miles to make.

Back in Sumo, we went to the supermarket and bought drinks and snack foods for the next two days. I wanted to catch the Friday afternoon ferry at 4:15 if at all possible. You know how it is. Once you decide to go home, you just want to get there. Which is strange, because for once we were in the right part of the world at the right time of year. To travel back leisurely over a week or ten days would have been wonderful. Biarritz, the Loire valley, Brittany…but oh no not us, rush, rush, rush back to Blighty. Don’t ask me to explain, I can’t.

We spent the evening pouring over the map book. We would use the toll motorways all the way, back to the French border, up to Bordeaux, through to Tours and then the A roads straight to Caen. Satisfied with our course we went to the bar for a last evening with our friends. Not wanting to be too the worse for wear the next day, we took over from Edna behind the bar to give her a break, to spend a couple of hours with Harry.

On leaving the bar for a fairly early night, 11:30 pm, we bequeathed our fly swats to a young couple who had just arrived that evening from home, via France and would be staying in the north of Spain for a fortnight. I don’t think they realized the significance of the bequest, yet, they would.

Edna opened the gates at 7:30 a.m. for us, an hour earlier than usual, and when we tried to pay for the pitch and our bar tab, she would not hear of it, and even insisted we take a six pack of San Miguel with us for the journey. Lovely people. It was like leaving home all over again.

The majority of the journey home was uneventful. Fair weather with the odd shower. We crossed back into France around 11:30 a.m. and hit the motorway north, stopping for a cuppa and a snack around Bordeaux, luckily in that nice canal side Aire we found on the way down. By teatime we were south of Tours and completely sick of motorways, so we came off in the middle of nowhere and found, much to our delight a simple camping natural sign leading to an orchard.

We were the only campers. The family who owned the site had a wooden hut⁄shack that I guessed they stayed in while picking the fruit. They were very friendly and operated a small site shop and bar. Well, actually a shelf with a few bits on it and a table and four chairs for customers, to whom they sold cold beers from their own fridge.

Feeling guilty at the pittance we had paid for the pitch, I insisted to Lin that we buy a beer off of them. We sat there in total silence drinking it, them watching us, watching them. My mistake, we bought two tokens at 50p each for the hot optional showers and returned to Pooh bus. Revived by the surprisingly good showers, we ate a snacky meal and drank Edna’s beers and retired for an early night.

So peaceful was this campsite that it was 8:30 a.m. before I awoke. Most unusual. We broke camp and made our way through the byways where we found a village with a bakers and once again savoured warm fresh croissants and French baguettes. Mmm!

Yesterday we had done four hundred miles. Good going for a camper. We only had about two hundred and thirty-five miles to go, but there was not a direct motorway, and it would be much slower going. We passed through some lovely towns and regions. The Loire, for a second time, passed under our wheels. I cannot even now recall why we were in such a rush to get home, only that we were.

At 4 p.m. we were five miles out of Caen on the dual carriage way. As we closed in on Quiestreham, the actual port, I could see the ferry making ready to depart, all loaded, the stern doors were about to close. Juddering to a halt, right outside the booking office, I ran in.

An official said, “It is too late, I am sorry!”

I ranted, “We have come from Santander in thirty-six hours, because the Thursday boat was cancelled!”

Suddenly we were treated like royalty, rushed through the formalities, given a complimentary cabin and told to drive on to the boat quickly.

Dumping our bags quickly in the cabin, we went up to the rear boat deck bar and brought two beers and took them outside to watch the ferry’s departure. We chatted to another couple whose table we shared, I commented that the ferry was only ten minutes late leaving. They said that may have been due to the camper van they had seen dashing on to the boat at the last minute. VIPs no doubt. We both burst out laughing and began relating the tale of our adventures to our newfound friends.

After watching France disappear over our drinks we went to our first class complimentary cabin (well it seemed like first class to us, but then anything with four walls would at that stage), for a lay down and shower before dinner. It dawned on me then that in our haste we did not even have any cheap French booze to take home. We must be the only couple in history to go to France with a van full of wine and return empty. Two clots and their camper. Even Pooh did not have a tank of cheap fuel in her belly. Never mind. We enjoyed a wonderful meal on the boat and stocked up with cigarettes and a couple of litres of brandy.

We disembarked at Portsmouth at about 10 p.m. and drove home to our little flat in Hove, near Brighton, actually. Journey over. It was already starting to feel as if we had never been away. Next morning as we lay in our own bed, wondering if it had all been a dream, recalling all the wonderful little spots we had encountered. We held hands and talked of Sumo, Porto Covo, Praia de Luz, Lagos and lovely Nerja. Memories, and we still had the photos to get developed. Not to mention seeing our families over a good old roast beef and Yorkshire dinner tomorrow. Life isn’t so bad.

Bordeaux, Biarritz, Santiago de Compostella, Porto and the Douro Valley, Sintra’s pink palace, Lisbon, Seville, Cadiz, Jerez, Estapona, Marbella and it’s millionaires marina Puerto Banus, Granada’s Alhambra Palace to name but some of the world class sights, we had driven straight by. Are we disappointed? No, not really. We have always got the excuse to do it all again, properly. Will we? I hope so. If we do you will be the first to know…
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Pooh versus Charlie

The Grand Tour with Pooh was a great few weeks, but I thought it might be good to round off this book with a trip that people with less time and proper jobs might like to try and to compare the pros and cons of both types of touring.

When 1 passed my driving test, I was an apprentice mechanic working on Rover, Triumph, Jaguar and Daimler. This is when the original companies made them. The names meant something back then in the early 1970s. Quality for one thing. I often daydreamed that one of the managers would say, “Here’s a wad of cash for expenses. Road test the new V12 E type Jaguar down to the south of France and see what you think of the new engine.”

I wish! But nobody ever made that request of me. So I had to do it for myself!

After returning to England and starting in the new job for the Territorial Army, Lin got herself a position with the Legal Aid Board. We often dreamt of just taking off again and seeing other parts of Spain and France. We never had found that perfect spot from the opening page!

In 1995 we bought my mother-in-law’s low-mileage car, a lovely lilac coloured Mazda 323 two door 1300cc grannymobile. This was the only way I could persuade Linda we should spend £3000 on a car. Being sixteen valves, you had to rev the engine to 4000 plus to get any sort of power out of it, and with my mother and her friend in the back, on a holiday to Wales, it was tested to the limit.

Shortly after in 1996, our local garage had a nice white Volkswagen Golf Gti on the forecourt. It was love at first sight. Being a year older and a few more miles on the clock, we got more or less a straight swap. Give Lin her due, she did not take much persuading, Golf Gti, Mazda 323, Golf Gti, Mazda 323, no contest, so we became the very proud owners of Charlie.

Oh come on, you know it had to have a name, and with a registration number of F50 CHC it had to be Charlie! She was a beauty! White with black trim, an 8-valve engine with plenty of low rev torque. What a goer! Trip computer all the knobs and whistles of the time, no alloy wheels though, had to get them separately!

So it was that after two years in the new jobs, funds replenished, we set about planning a three-week adventure. The year before we had gone on holiday to the Costa del Sol with Linda’s mum and dad, staying in a time-share complex that they had exchanged to. When you own time-share you can bank your week and resort and exchange it for other resorts throughout the world, nice concept and it worked well for them.

We arrived at Bena Vista on a hot June day. Talk about coincidences. It was just over the road from the cafe we had stopped at having inadvertently bypassed Estepona on the previous years grand tour. If you recall we longed for a dip in the cooling pool, but it was for guests only. Now here we were staying in one of these posh places. As we checked in at reception another surprise awaited, behind the counter stood David. Aghast I said, “Dave, what on earth are you doing here?”

He answered, “I am the manager have been for a few months, much better than the gym.”

Dave had been the manager of the health complex we used to belong to, just down the road from our home.

“Four of you eh? You don’t want to share. It’s quiet at the moment. Why don’t I give you an apartment each?” he said.

We were overjoyed. I had not really been keen on sharing with Fred and Jean. A sofa bed is not the most comfortable of things and if it is hot we like to sleep unencumbered by clothes.

“Thanks, that would be wonderful. You must let me buy you a beer later and we can hear all about your new life!” I said, still amazed by the coincidence!

We had such a wonderful time and the place was so good that week actually bought a week for ourselves, last week in August, ours forever. Wow!

Included was free membership of RCI, Resort Condominiums International, which is the company you can bank and exchange your timeshare with. We bought an August week because it had high trading power when it came to exchanging. Now it was going to be the centre highlight of our three-week trip, a week to get there, then a week to get home. Super. After the first year we would start to bank the week, August is not our favourite time to holiday. It is much quieter and usually cheaper to go when the kids are still at school.

To keep costs down a bit we would take our small tent and gas burner, camping when possible on the outward and home trips. Holiday and breakdown insurances were bought, maps studied, ferries booked and we were off!

We got the overnight ferry from Portsmouth to Caen, choosing the hellish reclining seat to save the cost of a cabin, we never learn. Arriving, still tired, early on a grey August morning in Caen, Charlie, fully serviced (of course), got her first taste of driving on the wrong side of nearly deserted roads. She loved it! The mark 2 Golf Gti is a real driver’s car, superb handling and bags of power, while still bringing in over thirty-five miles to the gallon, so the trip computer was telling me.

We headed down through the centre of France, Le Mans, Tours, using the A roads, avoiding the expensive toll motorways.

A long day later found us pitching the tent in a small campsite in Souillac on the banks of the river Dordogne. We strolled into town had a couple of beers and an unmemorable meal, after which we watched a group of canoeists beating up and down the wide river, practicing capsizing manoeuvres and generally having a great time. Tiredness drove us into the tent as soon as it was dark. I wanted an early start so we could be in Spain the next day. Around 1 a.m. the rain came, heavy, noisy thundering rain, which kept me from sleeping and turned the grass of the campsite into a marsh.

As soon as it was light we broke camp in the rain and loaded up Charlie. Breakfast could wait until we dried out. The sopping wet tent was laid on top of the luggage to dry out, all the windows immediately misted up and so we sat warming up the engine till the screen cleared. Selecting first gear, I gently bought the clutch up, hoping the wheels would not just spin uselessly in the quagmire of mud. Of course they did!

“OK, Lin, you’ll have to get out and push, to get us underway.”

I cannot print her reply, but, bless her, she pushed hard and we slid and spun onto the tarmac of the campsite entrance. Linda, drenched to the knickers, got back into the car and the rain promptly stopped, another curse left her lips.

“Oh well, let’s get to the sunshine of Spain. That’ll cheer you up,” I said, trying to raise a smile.

We headed off up a long steep hill, paused at the patisserie to get some hot fresh croissants, and drove off into the rising sun. An hour later, when the sun had some warmth, we stopped and feasted on English tea with French croissants atop a high hill enjoying stunning views of the Dordogne valley, even the tent started to steam and dry out!

We hit the toll motorways to get a few miles in by lunchtime, they may be expensive but with a picnic stop or full services every 10 ks they are wonderful to use. Charlie was in her element and chewed up the miles. A61 to Narbonne, the picturesque ancient walled city of Carcassone in the distance, flashed by on the left. Here we were again, rush rush rush, but this time we did have a good reason. We only had seven days to cover the thirteen hundred odd miles to Bena Vista and our week of luxury. Lunchtime found us on the A9, Perpignan coming up with the border just beyond. I wanted to get past Barcelona before stopping, that way we would have most of the big driving days behind us and be able to enjoy the journey.

We stayed on the motorway, breaking at the border to spend our first Peseta’s of the trip on fuel and strong coffee. On we drove, signs for alluring places whizzed by, L’Escala, Pallafrugell, Tossa de Marr and Blanes the whole of the beautiful Costa Brava lost behind us.

One day, I thought. We will get time to see all these places. If we knew now what they were like we would have stopped there and then and stayed for the whole three weeks!

Barcelona passed as a hazy mass in the distance as we took the bypass. Around 4 p.m. we drove through the centre of Salou, a very touristy coastal town on the Costa Dorada. I saw a sign for a campsite, and followed it across the railway line and up a small but steep hill. We booked in and found a nice spot, enclosed by shrubs. We set up camp and explored the surroundings. As usual the swimming pool was filled with local kids so we headed down to the beach and the promenade.

A lovely paved walkway with the beach on one side and lined with hotels and cafes selling all manner of British food, pies, burgers and of course chips with everything. It was a bit late for a swim so we had a couple of beers and put the old black hats on. It was a great place for people watching. Hours can be spent observing the English-package tourist at play. Never a dull moment. We used to try to guess where they came from, based on their clothes. It was easy to spot the campers, as opposed to hotel tourists. Like us the campers were normally of a slightly creased appearance!

Back at the site we had new neighbours, two teenage couples also with a white Volkswagen Golf. I noted with a degree of self-satisfaction (I can be a snob sometimes) that it had been made to look like a Gti, with the wheels and badges, but it was obvious to most drivers that it was only the 1300cc standard model. The next morning I would childishly ‘blip’ the throttle as we left, to produce that wonderful throaty induction noise that you can get if the air filter box is drilled to improve airflow (I know, but I said I was childish, and it did boost horsepower slightly).

After a shower we headed back to the seafront. Seeking a more traditional Spanish meal we walked away from Salou and its pies in the direction of Cambrils de Mar. We both enjoyed a wonderful fish dinner in a nice peaceful restaurant. Lin had mixed fried fish and I had my favourite, pan-fried Dover sole. A stroll along the prom towards the bright lights and noise of Salou helped to set us up for a final bottle of wine in one of the beachfront bars. On the way we saw a campsite, right in the centre of the seafront road, a big clean modern site, huge pool, bar and restaurants, even a shop. Arghh!!!! How did we miss this earlier? It would have been ideal, and no steep hill to climb!

Next day a gentle drive to Benidorm was all we planned, we got there at around 11 a. m. It was a heaving mass of humanity. After eventually finding a parking space we had an English breakfast, and for my sins a pint of beer. Lin had a coffee. Wise girl. We then set off to find a hotel for the night, or two. No chance, not a room was to be had in Benidorm, we went to the old town, walked for miles, nothing was available!

Setting off in Charlie, a thought struck me.

“Hey, Lin, do you remember that lovely hostel Marazul we stayed in at Nerja, on the Costa del Sol towards the end of Pooh’s big tour?”

“Yes, so?” Linda replied.

“Well, I know it’s a long way, but if we beat it down there today we can enjoy a good few nights there without having to run around every day to find a place to sleep!”

That’s what we did. I could tell Lin was thinking of all the places we would be bypassing, yet again, but I had such good memories of Nerja, I thought it would be wonderful.

It was 8 p.m. when we rolled exhausted into town, six hundred miles, not all dual carriageways either, in one horrendous day! Linda said if I ever put her through a hell like that again, she would get a divorce, after having castrated me with a blunt knife! I had not really thought it through. Must have been that breakfast pint. It was a hell of a long way, and the sun was coming in through her side window all afternoon. She fried!

You guessed it, the hostel was of course full, it was getting late, all I could get was a six-bed apartment for the night, at the price of three nights in a hotel. Blast it!

Next morning we walked down to the Marazul. They said they were full, but could have a room the next day, but it was first come first served. We decided to come back the following day, at breakfast, for tonight we would use the out-of-town campsite. A nice swim in the clear waters of the Mediterranean refreshed us. After that we moved out of the apartment and headed for the campsite. It was up in the hills, close to the famous caves of Nerja, there was a pool, a small shop, but it was as hot as Hades.

A sleepless night later we breakfasted at the Marzul.

“I am so sorry. The people are staying here for another night. Perhaps I have a room for you tomorrow,” the desk clerk told us.

“Oh no,” I said to Linda. “I’ve got an idea,” I said.

“Not another one.” Lin sighed.

I hoped she would allow me one more chance to redeem myself!

A short telephone call later and we were on our way to Bena Vista. I had been able to pay to have our apartment for an extra three nights. We could move in straight away!

On the two-hour drive we perked up considerably. After being homeless, the comfort of a timeshare would be FANTASTIC! For those of you who have never experienced this type of property I’ll give you an idea what it is like. The best thing is, that apart from the odd resort, most are of four-star quality or above so you know you will have a good apartment. We always have, anyway.

Our complex is built in the Andalusian white village style: little three- story blocks of whitewashed bougainvillea clad apartments, and flowerbeds lined the paths between the terraces. Our complex of apartments, Sagittarius, they are all named after star signs, has its own heated pool in a walled garden, with sun loungers all around. We are on the first floor, a one-bedroom flat with a south-facing balcony. The twin-bedded room has a ceiling fan, marble floors throughout, a small, but fully equipped kitchen, an arch into the dinning area, a table for four is all laid up, complimentary wine in the middle.

The passage to the bedroom also has the all-tiled bathroom leading off of it. The dining area has three steps down to the lounge level, sofa (bed), two armchairs, satellite TV, video player, stereo, fans and heaters, glass coffee table. French windows lead on to the balcony where a table, four cushioned chairs and a barbecue complete the picture.

The whole complex has an adjacent commercial centre with a great mixture of bars shops (including a video rental shop, sad, aren’t we?) and most important a variety of good restaurants, plus a bowls rink, tennis etc. All these within five minutes walk of our rooms, the only drawback is that it is situated by the side of the busy main coast road, with a beach also a stone’s throw away, we loved it, obviously, that’s why we bought it, and now we even have a March week as well for winter sunshine.

So it was with great joy that we dumped our bags on our cool marble floor and left the apartment. We only had an hour until the shops closed for their long lunch break and siesta. We were sad to find that Dave, our old friend from the previous visit had left the company. We never did find out why, or see him again.

We drove to Estapona and our favourite hypermarket. We needed essential supplies, mainly soft drinks, beer, wine and a bottle of brandy to mix with chocolate milk to produce the nightcap of la mumbas. Ham, cheese, biscuits, water, cakes and other essential supplies were thrown into the trolley to see us through the next ten days.

Back on our sun-drenched balcony we opened a warm beer each and with a bowl of plain crisps, ajar of olives we sat back and savoured the luxury of having our very own space. We sat out there and read until the sun went down. It was the first real chance we had to enjoy some peaceful sunbathing since we left home.

We stayed in the area for the evenings, trying the different menus. One of the Chinese restaurants did the most wonderful crispy duck with pancakes and plum sauce. It was an experience watching the young skilled waiter taking all the meat off the bone for you at the table. Rory’s, the Irish bar, would often have live music, the owner joining in with his bagpipes!

The area we were in provided plenty of choices for days out. We were situated halfway between Marbella to the east and Estepona to the west. Marbella with its millionaire’s playground of a harbour. Puerto Banus, is always a grand source of entertainment for serious black hatters. It also boasts the Court del Ingles a mega shopping complex, as well as a lovely old town centre, the fabulous Orange Square being the focal point. Estepona, by contrast is much more our sort of town, a more down to earth marina with affordable bars and a good assortment of restaurants. The port boasts a tourist market on Sunday mornings, but the proper Wednesday market in the town centre is a must see full of everyday items. We always restock with dried herbs and get yet another wall plate or lantern to hang on the outside walls of our garden at home.

There is a nice beach and promenade to stroll along, with charming little wooden cafes on the prom. It is fascinating to sit with a beer and watch the cook turn out meals in seconds for the workers who pop in for lunch. Surprisingly she spoke to us in a broad Yorkshire accent. Having married a Spanish gentleman some years before, it was wonderful to hear her switch languages without even blinking, put us to shame.

Whilst on the subject of Estepona, I must tell you of a, memorable, I think is the word, museum in the town centre, near the big church. The Museum of the Sea is the most unexciting museum you will ever come across. It consists of thousands of tiny fossilized seashells laid out in trays, all of which have been bleached grey through the eons and so all look identical, and that’s it! No boats, fish, paintings or models. We felt so sorry for the nice lady behind reception, who tried to add a bit of information to our visit. Had she asked if we wanted a room or a beer, we may have understood her, but the history of seashells-no chance! I think they must do well for donations. We dropped more in the box than we would normally have done, feeling guilty at leaving in under two minutes. Still it’s encounters like these that endear Estepona to us.

A hour to the north of our apartment is the ancient town of Rhonda, spanning a deep gorge is its historic and beautiful eighteenth century bridge, the views from which are amazing. The bullring is also a famous attraction of the town, Inaugurated in 1785 it is thought by many to be the spiritual home of bullfighting. Interesting shops and enticing cafes fill the narrow streets. Well worth the trip. I should point out though that some folk find the winding road up to Rhonda a bit traumatic, but I loved it, so did Charlie.

These visits filled our daylight hours, with every other day finding us lounging around a local pool, reading and just soaking up the sunshine. The cool of dusk allowing us to cross the footbridge over the main road and explore further a field, new bars or a stretch of beach on every walk. We would usually return to our own patch to dine, not wanting to be too far from home should we have one drink too many or as sometimes happens urgently needing our own bathroom. I blame the heat myself!

The days flew by and all too soon it was time to bid Bena Vista farewell, we were undecided as to which way to head home: the quickest route up through Spain’s centre then along the North coast to France, or back the way we had come? In Pooh we had hated the journey through Madrid, and the probable rain in the north made us decide to retrace our steps. Being well rested we decided to start early on the Saturday morning and have a long driving day, see if we could get to the Alicante area in one hit. If we went on the motorways that cut off the corner by Almeria, it should be a lot quicker than that dreadful six hundred-mile day coming down.

By evening we had a comfortable room in a seafront three-star hotel in Altea, the next town up from Benidorm. All thoughts of camping long forgotten! That evening we strolled along the newly constructed promenade, the glare of Benidorm in the distance, and found a restaurant on the seafront.

I can’t remember the meal, but do recall the wonderfully friendly Dutch manager, who told us, “The Spanish are not so silly. They give Benidorm to the English and save Altea for themselves. A good arrangement, yes?”

We had to agree.

It was a very pleasing, surprisingly unspoilt place.

On Sunday, we saw crowds gathering on the beach and street outside the hotel. We were about to witness a charming event: the blessing of the sea and fishermen. A priest stood on the beach while a small fishing boat headed for shore with a statue of the local patron saint on the deck, garlanded with flowers. A band played, the priest preached, and the saint was hoisted aloft by the crowd and paraded up and down the street. We viewed all this from the balcony at the end of the first floor corridor. Another British couple joined us. I fetched some cold beers from our room and we all enjoyed the spectacle.

Our new friends were ex-pats, who lived in Mojacar, a few hours down the coast. They loved to escape to Altea for a break every now and then. They told us they ran a business cleaning and maintaining holiday homes for owners who were away or renting them out. We felt quite envious. That evening they dined with us, taking us to a little workman’s cafe where we had a very cheap and tasty meal. Unfortunately, we also drank a lot of very cheap wine, beer and brandy, making us definitely a little the worse for wear, I think. It’s all a bit hazy. Suffice to say I was glad we only had a short drive (relatively) the next day.

Blanes, just North of Barcelona was where we fetched up. On the Pooh trip a fellow traveller had told us how nice it was, so we decided to stop here for three nights before the long trip back through France. It was early afternoon when we parked on the lovely seafront, a golden sandy beach filled with sunbathers and swimmers, I was looking forward to a good swim next day.

We walked past all the seafront hotels, hoping for a room similarly priced to Altea, not likely, this was much more touristic and pricey.

One street back though we found a nice hotel, with a car park that was run by a friendly lady called Anna. We were immediately welcomed and made to feel at home, Anna’s husband showed us to our room, we later found out he was a biochemist for a big multi national company and only occasionally able to help out in the hotel. A small British tour company used the hotel. Some guests had been returning to Anna’s hotel for years. We could see why.

After a reviving siesta we enjoyed an evening walk along the seafront. At the northern end of the prom is the fishing port, very much a working harbour. Tree-lined gardens are filled with tables and chairs. Nimble waiters dodge the traffic of the coast road to deliver laden trays to hungry diners from their establishments on the Wong side of the street. Above the port, perched on the cliffs are the botanical gardens, which we planned to see tomorrow. The southern end of town was a busy area with the main package tour hotels, and plenty of camping sites, right on the beach. If only we had seen them on our last trip. We would have stayed a week or two!

Opposite Anna’s hotel there was a cafe. Just an ordinary little corner eatery with plastic tablecloths, one large window that fully opened onto the street. Stools placed on the pavement invited us to have a beer while deciding what to do about dinner. Our budget was being severely stretched by not camping. No way were going back to that tent though. Sitting there perched overlooking the serving area, he on the beer pump, she cooking (of course) and the daughter serving, it occurred to us what a charming little place we had found. The owner chatted to us as best he could. We answered, as well as we could, all parties gesticulating wildly to add meaning to our, often wrong, linguistic attempts.

We noted that, the food looked superb, people came and ate in large rotating numbers. Always a good sign, and the prices on the menu board were very, very reasonable. We moved inside to a table in the corner, where we could observe our fellow diners. There were quite a few things on the menu that we would need our phrase book to decipher, but since we had left it four storys away in the room. We settled on a saffron rice and chicken special with an earthenware jug of the local wine. We devoured a veritable feast. We sort of blew the budget though by having two la mumbas each. What the hell. We were having a great time. So for the second night in a row we fell into bed in an alcoholic daze.

Next morning after two cups of Anna’s strongest coffee and a big jug of cold water, we felt ready to explore the Jardi Botanic mar Murtra to give the gardens their full name. They were designed in 1928 and boast over seven thousand species of Mediterranean and tropical plants. We did not fancy the long slog up the steep road to the entrance. Passing through town we had noticed a curious contraption, plastered with the garden name, darting about picking up people. The vehicle we flagged down was like a mini-articulated lorry, the open back of the trailer filled with hard wooden seats. The maniac driver whizzed through the narrow back streets and then onto the hairpin bends leading up the cliff, hence the need to be articulated. I hoped we would not meet any poor unfortunates would might be walking down the hill!

A good couple of hours were spent strolling through the magnificent borders, in part overlooking sheer cliffs onto rocky beaches, exotic flora abounded as we wound around the rocky paths. It was quite hot, very hot actually, and a drink was becoming a priority, so we braved the road and walked down to the port for a cold drink.

I was determined to swim off of this great beach, loaded down with all the usual beach gear, towels, books, snack, drinks, flippers and snorkel (twit) we lay on the sands facing the crashing waves. Well, it wasn’t sand really, more like small gravel, which is much nicer. It doesn’t get in all the awkward places sand does (or so I thought).

It was scorching hot, but with a stiff wind blowing, the urge to swim soon overtook me. Lin wisely elected to stay on the beach. I should have asked myself why nobody else was in the water. Some people were just sitting in the sand letting the surge wash over their legs, me, oh no, I run straight in! Whoosh, the wave swept my legs from under me. I was on my butt, waves crashing over me, the undertow trying to drag me out to the depths. Panic set in as I scrabbled to regain my footing. Luckily a big wave slammed me in the back and sent me sprawling to the relative safety of the outer reaches of the ebb and flow. As I staggered back towards Linda, she was laughing fit to burst. I felt that my swimming shorts did not feel ‘quite right’. I had accumulated a couple of pounds of gravel in the crutch of my sagging swimwear and they were slowly on route to my knees! Sheepishly I bailed out the stones, while an orange clad lifeguard bawled at me in Spanish, and pointed to a huge red flag, directly behind where Linda lay on the beach. Whoops!

Next day there was a strange feeling about the town. It seemed like a Sunday, and the shops were closed. Flags adorned tooting cars and people were greeting each other with shouts of ‘Viva Catalonia’. It was September the eleventh, and a very jolly day it was too. In the hotel, Anna passed out cakes and pastries to everyone in sight, telling us it was a tradition on Catalonia Day. Lunchtime saw a very dapper gentleman patronizing the hotel bar. He insisted on buying drinks for everyone, refusing any attempt to get him one back. A friendly and proud race, the Catalans, we felt very at home here.

Even the small group of Russian tourists who also stayed at Anna’s joined in the free eating and drinking. They usually kept themselves very much to themselves. They were a long way from home. We had wondered how all this must seem to them after the austerity of Moscow at that time. We wondered also if there was one central place in Russia that sold all the out-dated summer wear of the West, as they all seemed to be wearing near identical clothes from about ten years before. If you could get one of them to speak to you, they seemed to be friendly and were having a great time on holiday. The downside of the special day was that very few restaurants were open that evening, being a big family day. So we snacked on bar nibbles and regretted only being able to stay in Blanes such a short time, we had pushed our stay to the limits, and now only had two days to cover eight hundred miles or so back to Caen, but we would return.

Eight thirty a.m. saw us crossing the border back into France and powering up on our return route. We refilled with cheaper Spanish petrol at the border, sank our last cheap coffee and resigned ourselves to a day in the car. The journey was largely uneventful, keeping to the 120 kph limit of the motorways. Every now and again some idiot would come screaming by at a great, illegal, rate of knots. One such fool we saw ten minutes later, his distinctive car piled, literally, up against a concrete slip road divider, police car in attendance, no doubt awaiting the ambulance and body bag. It never fails to amaze me how Europeans, the French in particular, get so much speed out of their cars. Invariably they have the basic, small-engined economy model, or foul smoking rattling diesels, yet they go like blazes, if they ever all got Gtis or sports engines, I think they would all destroy themselves in minutes.

By 5 p.m. we were sick and tired of sitting in the car, so we found a village off the main road, I cannot remember exactly where, except it had Argetan in its name, but then a lot of rural French villages do! There was a nice little hotel, the sort with rickety-floored rooms, and ancient feather beds that you positively sink into. We went for a stroll by the river, followed by a couple of glasses of local red plonk in a little tabac.

With no sign of any other choice, we ate in the hotel restaurant, the friendly but singularly lingual waitress tried to explain the menu. One of the dishes seemed to be turkey. Playing safe we ordered that. Turns out it was a turkey drumstick each with vegetables. Strange. Then I committed a cardinal sin, one that Linda never lets me forget, which just goes to prove we were still learning this travel game. I ordered two cognacs to go with our coffees. I thought that would round off the day nicely. I did not realize they take these things seriously in France, particularly here, as it were in the heart of cognac country! Those two drinks cost more than the ruddy room!

Conclusions

Car or Camper, Hotel or Campsite?

Time, I think is the deciding factor: the time you have for the trip, and the time of year you can go. Both have their advantages. For a longer trip the ease of the camper van was great. Unpacking every other night on a long tour using hotels could be a real chore. The biggest advantage, for me anyway, was having private toilet facilities in the van. On a long journey that can be a godsend. The downside of the VW camper is that Mediterranean heat it can soon become unbearable. If we did it again we would choose spring or autumn and see the cooler areas in high summer.

The joy of driving Charlie abroad was immense, but Linda got bored on many a long day in the car. The ultimate trip would be in a big motor home towing a small car behind, for touring when stopped. What have we learned, well the greatest mistake we made, and we still do it at times, is not actually stopping and seeing the places we are in. Instead we fly by, glancing out the window, thinking we must go there someday. Well, hello, you’re there now. Go and see it!

The following year we had a truly fantastic ten-day holiday. We took Charlie back to Blanes and the Costa Brava, and only the Costa Brava. It was fantastic, but that’s another story…
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