Awesome Andalusia
by Carole Edrich

White villages nestling on
verdant green mountains,
Moorish minarettes and patterned palaces, this is the
land of flamenco and fountains, of sherry and scented
forests, of endless beaches
and searing sierras. It’s the
location of the Marriage of
Figaro, the Barber of Seville,
of Don Giovanni, and the
tragedy of Carmen.
Andalusia is where Don
Quixote’s madness and
strange sense of honour led
him through adventures that
transformed ordinary inns to
enchanted castles, peasant
girls to beautiful princesses,
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Spanish delicacy.

Pizza or sausage — you be the judge.

wanted to combine my enthusiasm for
cycling with exploration of a country that I
know and love well. Eurofun’s route was
particularly attractive because it passed
through a variety of places of cultural, his-

torical, and agricultural interest — ones
that I hadn’t yet seen. Our route included
two famous centres of learning in the
Middle Ages, towns renowned for their
Gothic and Moorish architecture, some

BIKE SPAIN

and windmills to evil monsters.
In the year of the 400th anniversary of
the publication of Don Quixote’s epic
horseback quest, I decided to travel the
region by bike. There aren’t any hills
where I live in London and, while I was
quite fit, with less than a year of cycling
behind me, I had no idea how I’d manage
the mountains of the Spanish Sierras. So,
while Quixote relied on Sancho Panza, I
found a specialist operator who would provide an escorted group tour, giving me
enough confidence for my first foreign
cycle trek. I’m pleased that I did! Probably
the hottest May on record, mid-day temperatures reached forty-five degrees Celsius
in the very sparse shade; just carrying
enough water would have been a sizeable
problem. By meeting us at prearranged
stops with snacks and drinks and by transporting our luggage from hotel to hotel,
our leaders turned my experience of the
unseasonable weather from a draining and
dangerous situation to an exhilarating,
energizing challenge.
I don’t travel well by car or coach and

stunning scenery, and a wine-growing area
that specialises in my favourite sherry
grape. In just six days, the route (about
500 kilometers) would take us from Seville
to Malaga with a few small side trips on the
way. I hoped to meet new people, learn
more about local history and culture, practice my Spanish, and cycle as much as possible.
Verena Sonnenberg of Eurofun
arranged for me to collect a mountain bike
a week before the tour. The bike was
invaluable, enabling me to travel freely
around town and get to and from my flamenco course with a minimum of fuss.
Most visitors to southern Spain drink sangria or sherry in the sun, stay put, and
restrict their shopping and sightseeing to
what can be conveniently reached from
their hotels. I cycled all over the city, went
to late-night flamenco on the other side of
town, and even took the bike to meet a
friend on the beach.
Open squares with tinkling fountains,
stunning architecture, and glimpses of gorgeous hidden gardens are just a few of the

vivid impressions I have of Seville. While
serving gazpacho (a refreshing traditional
cold tomato soup), a waiter declared that
his city had been “robbed.” “Of course,
Saint Peter’s in the Vatican must be the
largest cathedral in the world, but it was
not right that you English made Saint

Andalusian overlook.

Paul’s bigger than ours!” Built in the thirteenth century, Seville’s cathedral has preserved the Giralda (bell tower) from the
original twelfth century mosque over
which it was built. It really is the third
largest cathedral in the world and also the
largest Gothic temple.

A cyclist seems annoyed that his “moment” has been interupted.
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returning to the hotel.
Seville is full of narrow, angled streets
and tall buildings that have been built the
same way for centuries to provide a welcome measure of shade in the searing heat
of the Spanish summer. Finding landmarks
is difficult, and I got lost even though I
used a map and asked for directions.
When Carsten, the tour guide, took us on
a sightseeing excursion, I was happy to rely
on his knowledge. While we visited some
beautiful parts of Seville that first morning,

Nuts & Bolts: Andalusia
Contact: Eurofun, www.euro
fun.us, +43 6219 7444.
Weather: Even when it’s cloudy,
the sun is strong because of the
altitude. A good sunscreen and
something to protect the back of
your neck is vital. Sunglasses are
as important for the protection
they provide against insects
(especially when flying downhill)
as they are for protection from
the sun. Foul-weather gear is usually necessary outside of July and
August, and many hotels have
pools, so swimming gear is useful.

Options: If you don’t want to join
a group, Eurobike will provide you
with maps and guides so you can
travel independantly. They will
also arrange for a self-guided
tour where your luggage is collected and delivered from hotel to
hotel.
Resources: www.map-ofspain.co.uk/large-map-of-andalu
cia.htm.
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homes. For a long time the gypsy barrio
(neighbourhood) and home of Sevillian flamenco, Triana also has a strong maritime
feel. Many of its streets are named after
sailors who voyaged to the New World.
More lively, self-aware, and far more cynical, Triana felt very different from the rest
of the city. Everyone in the terraced bars
and restaurants that line its picturesque
riverfront was very friendly, but I still
found myself keeping an eye on my doublelocked bike and checking my pockets after

PORTUG

The bullring, immortalized in Bizet’s
Carmen, took nearly 120 years to complete. With an impressive Baroque façade
its main entrance, the Puerta del Príncipe
(Prince’s Gate) has beautiful sixteenthcentury iron gates originally made by the
famous Pedro Roldán for a convent.
Seville’s emblem, the Golden Tower, built
in 1220, was named for the golden tiles
that it once covered. Triana is famous for
ceramics, especially the azulejo tiles that
still grace many Sevillian streets and

SPAIN

www.in-andalucia.com/andalu
cia_guide/map/andalucia_provinc
e_map.htm.

we also had the opportunity to make
adjustments to our bikes. Pedaling and balance became easier after my bike was
adjusted, and my decision to go with a tour
group was validated as I came to the
embarassing realization that my bike and
posture had been incorrect since I began
cycling back home.
After lunch, we avoided the heavy
industrial roads at the city’s outskirts by
taking the train to Brenes. The road from
the station smelled of dust and warm cinnamon. Long cowslip stalks supporting
huge catherine-wheel whirls of dainty
white flowers towered over dry grass at the
wayside. Away from the shade of the city,
the sun was bright and hot, and the twenty-seven kilometres we covered felt more
like 270.

Despite drinking so much water at
lunchtime that my stomach bulged, I
skimped on it during the trip and was
beginning to dehydrate on the approach to
Carmona. This proved a useful lesson and,
despite drying winds, searing heat, and
glaring sun, I had no further problems.
The “Alcazar de la Puerta Sevilla” (Gate of
Seville) dates back to seven BCE, and was
part of the reason that Caesar declared
Carmona the best defended town in the
whole region. I gained a physical appreciation of the old town’s advantage on the last
stretch in. Cycling without weapons or
armour, my temples were pounding from
the heat and the effort of cycling uphill so
foot soldiers must have faced much greater
problems.
On the other side of the gate, dark-

skinned, weather-worn men by a bar on
the Plaza de Palenque greeted us with
friendly hilarity. “Are you warm enough?”
and “Hombre, it’s too warm to cycle!”
were called to those in the front. “Join us
for a drink,” they called to me as, head
pounding, I dismounted and pushed the
bike the last few meters to the hotel.
Hotel Alcazar de la Reina is a restored
seventeenth-century convent. With guests
including royal consorts, queens, and
kings, its history reads like a soap opera.
After eating, I visited some of Carmona’s
stunning Moorish monuments and then
went to the bar on the Plaza de Palenque.
The locals taught me a new phrase, “Now
the trees chase the dogs,” and their biggest
concern soon became clear. In April, the
Spanish Meteorological Institute had
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issued its first-ever declaration of drought. It
was universally accepted that this draught
was much worse than the one in 1945, and
although it was not apparent to most
tourists, the situation was becoming
increasingly dire. Watering gardens had
been banned, crops in eastern Andalusia
were withering and the price of tomatoes
had quadrupled in a few months. The locals
alternated between blaming the government
and global warming, wondering what could
be done, and making grim jokes about how
bad things might get.
As we traveled the next day, Carsten
confirmed my belief that temperatures were
far hotter than normal for this time of year.
When I commented on the way that the
wind seemed to sing, he explained that this
was typical of Levante. Levante is a deadly
wind from Africa that causes animals to die
of dehydration and makes people fractious
or suicidal. Until recently, the influence of
Levante was an accepted defense for a defendant’s behaviour, and courts of justice
would close when this wind blew because it
was believed to impair one’s judgement.
A converted monastery, Hospederia
San Francisco at Palma de Rio is a lovely
place to spend a night. It has traditional gardens of orange trees and rose bushes, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century courtyards, and cool, arched corridors. A tiled
commemoration of its completion dated the
same year that Columbus discovered
America.
The Campina of Sevilla is a soft, hilly
rug of fertile farmland, and it was here I
learned to use gears properly (London is far
too flat to need them). It was difficult to
envisage the less fortunate farms in Elche,
where crop watering was permitted for only
eight minutes a day. Here, the Lower
Guadalquivir Canal was never far away, providing vital irrigation to serried ranks of
olive trees, endless fields of sunflowers, and
vines.
At the beginning of our journey
through the Campina, the air smelled of
thyme, dust, and hot grass, and our route
was lined with small blue cornflowers, red
onions, occasional patches of campanula,
and poppies. As we passed farms hedged by
faded pink azalea or tight-shaped rose bush-
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es, the scent of jasmine filled the air. The
Spanish believe this scent deters mosquitoes at night.
We had been following the old
Roman road to Cordoba but detoured
slightly to visit Almodóvar del Río for its
impressive hilltop castle and stunning
views of the Guadalquivir valley. The
drought had affected the vista, and Carsten
joked, “Over there in the dust, you can’t
see Cordoba.” However, we could see the
Sierra Morena, a stunningly beautiful,
sparsely populated natural barrier between
Andalusia and the north.
Cordoba, which was the western capital of the Islamic Empire in the tenth century, is in the foothills of the Sierra
Morena. As we approached, the hills were
steeper, the grass was more parched, and
huge Mediterranean oaks were replaced by
fir trees sheltering noisy birds. When we
stopped for a break in the shade of a local
pub, friendly locals invited us in for a coffee
and the conversation inevitably turned to
the drought. People here were worried
about the disease that would result if there
wasn’t enough water to hose down the
towns every day and were speculating on
what form the government’s $439 million
rescue plan would take. We explored
Cordoba’s mighty Moorish architecture in
the late afternoon and early evening,
including the Mezquita (mosque) and its
memorable “forest of a thousand pillars.”
It’s difficult to describe the intense
heat of the Sierras, the brightness of the
sun, the dryness of the air, or the way the
heat bounced up from the ground to hit
you in the face and steal your breath. After
a couple of hours, the water in our bottles
would be hotter than the coffee we drank at
breakfast! When one of our party got a
puncture, by unspoken common consent,
the rest of us continued for about ten minutes to a place where we could rest in the
shade.
Completely focused on finding the
shade, it was only after I had propped up
my bike, taken off my hat, and drank some
water that I noticed a building with a gorgeous whitewashed façade covered in potted flowers in traditional Andalusian style
on the other side of the road. A muscular,
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compact man with deeply tanned skin, jet
black hair, and laughing eyes was casually
watching us from its open door. This was
hardly surprising. The area isn’t busy, it was
incredibly hot, and all the locals I had met
made it clear in the friendliest of ways that
they thought we were crazy to cycle in such
heat. It seemed polite to go and chat.
Francisco (he pronounced the ‘o’ softly
and the ‘sc’ so quietly it could barely be
heard) introduced himself as the manager of

the winery behind him. When I asked how
the drought was affecting them, he said the
grapes should be particularly good this year.
He was more worried for the older people
and he explained that there had been deaths
from heat the year before, even though it
hadn’t been this hot so early. He thought
this year could be much, much worse, especially when the Levante blew, and without
money for air conditioning, the old and
infirm would suffer.

In an impromptu tour, Francisco talked
us through the wine-making process, including the way the Pedro Ximenez grape (for
which the Moriles region is famous) is harvested and how juice is extracted under pressure. He showed us huge silver 28,000-liter
vats in which the wine is first fermented
before being transferred to 200-liter barrels
in which it is aged. Their best wine is
matured in American oak barrels while lesser qualities are casked in other wood.

Inside the high-ceilinged, dark storage
rooms, the floor was cambered and set with
stones in hardened ground, and the high
rafters were made of wood. This is a traditional design for good humidity and air flow,
as it’s essential that the wines mature in a
cool, humid environment. Francisco demonstrated how barrels were ordered in layers
according to age and gave us a soft, smooth,
dry, 100-year-old manzanilla (very dry sherry), a slightly sweeter oloroso, and a medium-dry amontillado to taste.
Francisco’s father, grandfather, and
great-grandfather had all been bodega managers, and he told me he didn’t like taking
vacations because there was always so much
to do. Needing to continue on, we thanked
him and his three sons as they saw us on our
way.
At Las Navas, a beautifully preserved
old train station marked the last part of our
trail to Lucena. Via Verde (the Green Way)
was once the main route for the transportation of olive oil. No longer a railway track, it
is now a path for cyclists and hikers. We followed it through the blistering sun all the
way to Lucena where we were to stay
overnight and visit some of the exquisite
churches and baroque chapels that reflect
the city’s importance in bygone times.
Our route became increasingly mountainous, and from Lucena we traveled to the
ancient town of Antequera, which traces its
origins to the Bronze Age. It’s also famous
for its vista of El Torcal, which we traversed
the next day on a very long climb before our
final descent into Malaga.
It was a fantastic vacation. I traveled
with a great group of people, cycled through
mountains when others gave up, learned
about how to look after myself and my bike
on the trail, and discovered more about local
concerns and customs than I could ever have
imagined. Despite the challenge, rigorous
exercise, and gruelling heat, this was one of
the best vacations of my life. I can’t wait for
the next one, an independent cycling trip in
Argentina.
Carole Edrich is a writer and freelance journalist specializing in the perception and management of risk and
extremes who lives in England. She is currently on the
above-mentioned cycling trip in Argentina.
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