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Introduction
Making your dream come true is not easy. Unless you have a fairy godmother with a magic wand, it takes hard work, sacrifice, and careful planning. The adventures in this book prove it can be done. Our many trips throughout Europe began in an old VW van we bought in London, then in more reliable, restored vehicles shipped from the USA, and finally traveling in modern, newer European motor homes with all the amenities.
This book began its life as a series of short stories for an adult education course on writing memoires. As the pile of vignettes grew, I realized, with a little narrative glue, I had the beginnings of a book. For a long time I was hung up on what happened on which trip, finally getting it through my thick head that the reader didn’t care if it was trip number one, or trip number thirteen. Therefore, this narrative is not written in chronological order, but grouped together by country. Many of our wilder adventures happened on our first trip, as we learned the travel ropes and adapted to life in a van, discovering new customs and cultures along the way.
Although many of these adventures took place in campgrounds, we spent most of our nights frugally free-camping, tucked up on a side street in a quiet neighborhood, in the common area of an apartment complex, or in the central square of a small village. Although barely mentioned here, nearly half of our time abroad was spent in England and France. Those adventures are for another time, another tome.
Ceeney Way Dodson
What was the Spanish word for cad? I had never heard that word before, never had the occasion to use it, memorize it, or form a Spanish sentence around it. If the dictionario were handy, I would look it up, for before me stood a cad. Not a blatant, virile, Hollywood-type cad with silk suit and cigarette, but a closet cad, a tongue-in-cheek cad, an unlikely cad. This cad took the form of Evaristo, the director of the seaside campground where we were staying, near Marbella on the southern coast of Spain.
He was of average height for a Spaniard, would have been a short American, stocky in build with the dark hair and eyes of Andalusia. Slightly balding, about 45 years old, Evaristo was busy all day tending to the campground, which was terraced into five levels from the road above down to the four foot high rock retaining wall that separated the campsites from the beach. The white stucco office was up at the road level, with about fifty campsites branching off the drive that zigzagged down the hill. From the office above, Mrs. Evaristo sat at the large open window and oversaw the running of the campground, keeping a close eye on her husband. Evaristo was always busy, sweeping, painting, cleaning, polishing, pruning, keeping the campground in perfect order. After we had been there several days, I noticed he had a strange habit: deeply engrossed in a task, he would just stop, run to fetch his bucket, and head down the hill towards the beach, as if some sudden urge came over him to start repairing the sea wall. That is exactly what happened this morning.
It was a bright sunny day so I took my lawn chair, sat it on top the sea wall overlooking the deep blue Mediterranean, and began reading the last chapter of my novel. A soft, warm breeze was coming over from the African coast, which you could just make out across the sea on the southern horizon.
Taking a break from my book, I glanced up. There was Señora Evaristo, framed in the picture window at her post above in the camp office, waving and nodding approval at her industrious husband, who was busy trimming the huge bougainvillea bush, heavy with scarlet blooms, in front of the sanitarios. All of a sudden, he threw down his hedge clippers and ran to get the trowel and bucket he used to repair the sea wall. This was becoming a habit and I was curious to find out the reason behind his odd behavior.
I followed Evaristo with my eyes as he bent over the wall, pretending to repair it, leveling the rocks and tapping them with the trowel. He leaned over, almost losing his balance, to stare at something on the other side of the wall. I rose up in my chair so I could see the beach. And then I knew all.
Below us on the sand were two German girls, there for the month of January, escaping from some freezing, snow-bound village south of Munich. They were tall, blond, solidly built and very well endowed. I looked down upon these two Teutonic nymphs lying there in the Germanic tradition of toplessness, their naked Bavarian buxoms pointing to the noonday sun. And I saw Evaristo, the cad, totally engrossed in the sight before him as he pretended with his trowel. I looked up the hill at Mrs. Evaristo, still at her perch overlooking the campground. I realized, from her vantage point, she could not see the beach below us and had no idea how much Evaristo was enjoying the scenery.
Sensing my eyes on him, he stood up and looked right at me. Aha! I caught you in the very act. And right in front of your wife, you sly devil. So this is what you are doing every day when you run down to mend the sea wall.
“Hola, Señora.” He continued looking at me, his shy smile growing into a broad grin. He knew he had been caught and started to chuckle. Guilty as charged, he acknowledged as he gestured towards the two sleeping beauties before us. We both glanced up at his wife; she smiled and waved down her approval, totally unaware. I suddenly became part of his secret. We looked at each other and started laughing, an understanding passed between us. He winked and touched his hat as he gallantly bowed, picked up his bucket, and slowly climbed the terraced road to have lunch with his wife
*****
I leaned back in my lawn chair and took a deep breath. Just a few more minutes relaxing in the sun. Ed was napping in the camper; our lunch could wait until he woke up. After all, we had earned this day of doing nothing.
The last few weeks had been hectic. It was always like that right before we made the jump across the Big Pond to Europe. Even as well-seasoned travelers, a thousand little details went into each trip. A great orchestration of individual parts, all coming together to form the wondrous symphony called Adventure.
In the early years, we flew to London and bought a Volkswagen van from an advertisement in the Thames Trader magazine, or from the Australian van market beside Hungerford Bridge, taking a chance we would find one mechanically sound, with some mileage left on it. We did that a couple of times, but had mixed results with that plan, so we decided to ship a van over from the States. Ed took on the mountain of research, paperwork, and red tape required to export, license, and insure the camper. It required some careful planning for us to arrive in Europe the day they released our vehicle from customs. That worked out well, except for the time our camper was on a ship stuck in the frozen harbor of Bremerhaven, Germany. We were to pick it up in Antwerp, Belgium, and had to stay in a hotel, located deep in the diamond district, waiting two weeks for the ice to thaw and the van to arrive.
As the years passed, we left our VW days behind, not only wanting more room, but our aging bones required more creature comforts. Campground fees increased, free campsites opened in several countries, and we wanted to be self-contained with a toilet and hot shower, so we moved up the camper ladder to enjoy a few well-earned luxuries. Ed watched the market in Britain every day on the Internet, until just the right motor home came along. We depended on several friends in England to help us make wise purchases, as well as check on our campers when we left them in storage between trips. Every adventure also required a small back-up team in Kentucky to handle our mail and finances, and to occasionally take care of our home.
*****
The first time we considered traveling independently in Europe was in 1981. We had been busy doing the normal things people do at age thirty. We had a nice home, two cars, and a dog. We were even thinking about putting up a white picket fence. Normal people did not sell their house, leave their job, and take off for a year and a half to explore unknown destinations. There wasn't even anyone to ask about this type of travel, no “Europe for Dummies” manual, no internet to search, no travel blogs. Even the local AAA told us it was impossible for Americans to own a vehicle in England. It was unheard of, a little scary, challenging.
A few days after Ed mentioned the possibility of Europe, I was standing in the check-out line at an old, country pottery store near us, when I saw it, at the bottom of the revolving rack, nestled between “Eat mo' Possum” and “Honk if you love Jesus.” A three by twelve inch bumper sticker, dark blue letters on a slick white background, asked the profound philosophical question, “Why Be Normal?” It hit me like the proverbial ton of bricks, why, indeed, must we be normal?
To be honest, I secretly knew at an early age I did not want to grow up to be “normal.” There was always an inexplicable urge to explore, investigate, a fascination with maps, travel brochures, and all things foreign. I actually read the National Geographic, not just look at the pictures of bare-breasted women from some newly discovered tribe in Borneo, like the boys did. I grew up in a rather conservative, middle class family. We went to church twice on Sunday, never said four letter words stronger than the occasional 'Rats!”, and never wore skirts above our knees, although in high school I would roll up the waist band a couple of turns when Mom wasn't looking. I went to bed listening to classical music every night, and was expected to be accomplished in piano, needlework, and how to set a perfect dinner table.
Several times our family entertained exchange students in our home and I was always intrigued by them and their foreign accents. When Rosemary visited from Ireland, with a twinkle in her eye and frizzy red hair, I thought the most wonderful thing on earth was to be Irish. I longed to go there someday.
One of my earliest memories is of an object, not even sure what it was at the time, a small, round, gold compact given to my mother by her friend, Vanna, who had just returned from a trip to France. “It came from Paris,” they whispered, almost reverently, as they held the precious compact in their palms, turning it over and over to admire the engraving. The very word “Paris” sounded mysterious, and from that moment, I was captivated by all things French. The tiny seed of wanderlust was planted.
Of course, I took language in high school, Miss Rowbotham's French I, II, and III. We became great friends, the old spinster schoolteacher undoubtedly recognizing my unusual interest in the language and culture. She had been to France twice, and I was in awe of her. That sounded so romantic to me. I am sure chaperoning groups of energetic high school students was anything but romantic. In French II, I sat by the wall, right next to a large poster of a street scene, an open-air market in some quaint village in Provence. I would get lost in that picture, and can still see it to this day in my mind's eye, the vegetable vendor under a large, blue striped umbrella, the basket on Madame's arm as she selected artichokes from the vast array of vegetables for sale, the little sidewalk cafe in the background. Wanderlust had taken root.
Ed Dodson, recently back in Kentucky after hitchhiking across America, entered the picture. I knew I had found my soul mate, in life as well as wanderlust. By the time we celebrated our tenth wedding anniversary in 1981, that urge to roam was in full bloom. We decided to sell some land and our home, the second one we had built on our little farm in Kentucky, keeping fifteen acres where we would build the next house.
I'm not sure just what people thought as Ed quit his job, I put my piano students on hold, we packed up our belongings, stored our furniture, and set a departure date. I am sure adventuresome, brave, and crazy crossed their minds, among other things. We made a promise to each other, and to our families, if we couldn't buy a vehicle in England, or travel didn't suit us, we would spend a week in London, go on to Paris for a week or two, then return home. We loved our life in Kentucky, but I think we both knew deep down that we would be gone a year and a half, the amount of time we could live on our invested house money, at the unbelievable interest rate of 17%, before Uncle Sam required us to reinvest our money or pay tax on it.
Saying goodbye that first time was hard. We knew there were a few elderly loved ones who probably would not be here when we returned. As we said our farewells to dear old Papaw Stephens, he held my cheeks with his rough, work-worn hands, looked deep into my brown eyes, and started softly singing, “How we gonna keep them down on the farm, after they've seen Paree?”
*****
And so, sitting there in the warm Spanish sun, several trips later, wanderlust had struck again. Always there, just under the surface, it can be triggered by the smallest thing: a post card, a picture in a magazine, a travel program on television, an e-mail from a friend in England, a craving for some Camembert cheese, the smell of lavender, the sound of church bells, a field of red poppies. Wanderlust is a physical sensation that can almost hurt at times. A deep yearning to walk on cobbled streets, linger in an English rose garden, breathe in the smell of Venice as you stroll along the Grande Canal, or sway to gypsy music on a starry night in Warsaw.
That urge to travel enters your soul and occupies your thoughts and dreams until you have no choice but to answer that call and plan another trip.
After picking up our van in cold, rainy England, we crossed the channel and headed south across France. We slowly made our way up the foggy, snow-capped French Pyrenees, crossed the border, and descended the mountains into the bright, sunny warmth of Spain. To the west, the coast of Cantabria is one of the hidden corners of Europe. The coastal road runs along spectacular cliffs that drop off into the ocean below. Quaint little villages, hidden in the valleys or perched on top a cliff, beg to be explored. In this area, there are many prehistoric caves, so we headed to the most famous one at Altamira. The man in the ticket booth told us we needed to make a reservation; the earliest available opening was next April, five months away. He suggested we visit one of the lesser-known caves in the region, so we headed for the town of Puente Viesgo and the cave of El Castillo.
The guide led our group of eleven down a steep path to the entrance of the cave, discovered in 1903. I was a little apprehensive as he locked the green iron fence behind us and we entered a long, dark passageway. It was like entering a time tunnel, transporting us back 35,000 years. The passage opened into a large domed chamber. As our eyes grew accustomed to the dim lighting, we could see bison, wild cattle, horses, and deer on the walls around us, drawn with red ochre, iron oxide, or burned wood carbon. We followed a series of red dots, evenly spaced about a foot apart, running along the wall at shoulder height. Was this merely interior decorating, or did the dots point the way to some important religious site? Deeper in the cave, we came upon the wall full of handprints. They were all sizes: large male prints, more delicate female hands, and a few small children’s handprints. An ancient, Paleolithic family leaving their impression forever on the cave wall.
What surprised us was the prints were both positive and negative. Some ancient cave dwellers dipped their hands in red or yellow ochre and placed their print on the wall. Others placed their hand on the wall and blew a mixture of spit and iron oxide, using their hand like a stencil. Caveman spray paint.
Feeling a strange, primeval bond with those hands, I longed to reach out and place mine on theirs. It reminded me of the finger of God reaching out to touch that of man, painted on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in Rome. There was an uncanny presence in El Castillo, an unforgettable connection that spanned time and space. Since visiting that cave, it was announced, in June of 2012, that further scientific dating methods revealed the red dots were 40,800 years old, the oldest prehistoric cave art in the world.
We traveled across central Spain through groves of almond, citrus, and olive trees, with their ancient, twisted, gnarled trunks. It had not rained for months and our Volkswagen van stirred up a cloud of dust as we stopped to explore little towns along the way. We would sit down to a leisurely lunch at a small sidewalk cafe right off the main central square. After lunch, we wandered through the narrow, quiet cobbled streets, stopping here and there to study the architecture of the old whitewashed buildings. Their intricate wrought iron balconies on the second floor formed welcome patches of shade on the street below. The balconies contained painted pots of scarlet red geraniums, cactus, or miniature orange trees. Many balconies had large cages, home to brightly colored birds of all varieties. If you stood very still, you could hear the birds singing above you as you breathed in the sweet smell of the orange blossoms.
These streets were nearly abandoned from noon until four while everyone was inside having their afternoon siesta. At four, shutters came up, awnings were rolled out, shops opened, and people emerged to go about their daily business. It took some time to get used to that schedule, the slower, almost lazy pace of southern Europe.
It seemed like everywhere we went, when people found out we were American, they asked us a strange question, “Hoe tay air ray?” This happened again and again, in restaurants, shops, campgrounds, and gas stations all along our route. What did they want to know? Ed looked in the Spanish dictionary and could not find any words to match the sound. “Hoe tay air ray.” We were absolutely stumped.
We finally asked a waiter to write the question down on a paper napkin so we could see the words and look them up. He wrote J R. We still had no clue. Pointing to the J and R with one hand, he pretended like he was firing a gun. Ahaaaaa! We finally understood what they wanted to know. “Hoe tay air ray” was Spanish for JR. Who shot JR? They were broadcasting the American soap opera “Dallas” on Spanish television and everyone wanted to know the answer to the season's cliffhanger. How it had remained a secret over there I will never know. They were so disappointed, and didn't quite believe us, when we told them we had never seen that television program and did not know who the culprit was. At least we now knew what the question was.
We continued our journey across Spain, stopping at a taberna in a small mountain town to ask directions. Women were not welcome in such macho places so I stayed in the van. After a few minutes, Ed came out of the bar followed by five or six men, who were all waving and pointing in opposite directions, obviously disagreeing on the best road to take. The men led Ed over to a car parked in front of the taberna and one of them drew a map in the dust on the hood. “No, no, no,” his amigo said as he rubbed the map off the hood with his sleeve. Then he went to the other side of the car and drew a new map. A great discussion followed and a third man rubbed out that map with his hand.
“Demasiado lejos.” Even I understood those words, “too far.”
There were no more dusty surfaces left, so the group proceeded to the next parked car. Another map was drawn, followed by more pointing, more debating, and more erasing. By now, all the men were giving directions, each arguing the merits of their particular route. They moved down the hill to a third car hood, then a fourth. After about ten minutes, Ed made his way back to the van, leaving the group of men arguing in the street.
He laughed and shook his head, “I'm confused.”
We finally found the right road to Granada, surrounded by the majestic, snow capped Sierra Nevada Mountains. As we neared the city limits, the traffic suddenly stopped. People got out of their cars and began dancing in the streets, jumping up and down, yelling, and hugging each other. What was going on? We finally realized they were rejoicing; it had started to rain. The long drought was over and once again, the rain in Spain was mainly in the plain.
In Granada, we checked into a campground. After free-camping for a couple of weeks, we needed a laundry day and the luxury of a long, hot shower. While our clean clothes dried in the bright Andalusian sun, we took the bus into the city. Stopping to explore the great Baroque cathedral, all white and gold, we paid our respects at the tombs of Ferdinand and Isabella, the monarchs who gave Christopher Columbus the thumbs up to set sail for the New World. Buried next to them in an ornate tomb was their daughter, Joanna the Mad. We speculated in our churchy whisper voices what she might have done to deserve that charming moniker. Must not have been too bad, after all, she was married to Phillip the Handsome.
We set out to explore the maze of narrow streets and little shops in the old quarter, breathing in the earthy smell of the leather stalls where they offered fine, hand-tooled purses, belts, boots, and saddles with intricate patterns cut into them. Further on were the hand-woven baskets, which were tempting, but I was sure they would get squashed in the van somewhere between Spain and Kentucky. We did buy two sets of small nesting baskets. We browsed through shops selling woolen rugs and shawls in bright colors, and shops displaying traditional, ruffled Flamenco dresses mostly in yellow and red, heavy with the polka dots and rickrack. Most tempting was the brightly hand-painted pottery, large bowls and platters, pitchers and pots. We had to pass; we would never get them home in one piece. Azuelas, painted tiles reproduced from old Moorish patterns, were made in the region and Ed bought a set of nine tiles, which made a picture of a sailing frigate when all put together.
No stay in Granada is complete without a trip to the Alhambra, so we set out to explore the 14th century Moorish summer palace, built on several levels up the Hill of Assabica on the outskirts of Granada.
We parked the van and walked down the wide gravel path to the entrance. Ed went over to buy our tickets while I stopped to look at the little kiosks full of postcards, artist sketches, and tourist items set up under the shade of some ancient oak trees. Standing nearby were a group of gypsy women dressed in ruffled blouses and brightly colored long skirts. Most were barefoot and carried big baskets filled with baked goods, embroidered linens, handmade dolls, or tourist trinkets. There was a gypsy sitting at a little round table which held a box full of small cards. A bright green parrot sat on her shoulder. For a few pesetas, the parrot would jump down on the table, bob up and down as it circled the box a couple of times, and choose a card, holding your destiny in its little beak. The gypsy would then read your fortune from the card.
One of the gypsies kept following me and asking me for money to read my palm. I refused politely, but she kept getting closer and more persistent. Finally, I said a very firm, loud “No, gracias” and tried to go on, but not before she raised both hands, pointing all her fingers at me right at eye-level. Then she wiggled them and said some sort of a chanting poem in a language I had never heard before. It took a second to realize she was putting a “gypsy curse” on me! I backed away, not quite sure what to do. I was glad to find Ed behind me. I certainly do not believe in such things, but was a little apprehensive the rest of the day.
We finally made it past the gypsies and entered the Alhambra, called “the pearl set in emeralds,” referring to the lush green gardens surrounding the palace. We marveled at the fine filigree plasterwork on the walls, the stately Court of Lions, and the beautiful blue and green hand-painted tiles that lined the rooms. Each time we walked through a horseshoe-shaped Moorish arch, we entered another set of rooms built around a courtyard, where a cool fountain trickled at the center, and orange trees were just beginning to blossom. Their sweet smell filled the air.
A walk along a cypress-lined path brings you to the upper palace, the Generalife, which translates “the Garden of the Architect.” We climbed up the stairs of the Torre de las Damas, the Ladies Tower, to the observation platform for a stunning view over the Sultan’s Garden, the Alcazaba fortress, and the Sierra Nevada mountains beyond. Standing at the railing, we looked down on a long, rectangular pool, framed by colorful flowerbeds, forty feet below. This is where water and gravity meet in elaborate underground waterworks to produce fountains and cascades running down the hillside.
We were admiring the view when a couple with a small boy, about three years old, came up the steps of the tower. We turned to smile and say “hola” to them. Suddenly the little boy ran over to the edge and climbed over the safety railing, losing his balance when he saw the pool of water far below him. He fell from the tower in what seemed like slow motion. In a flash, Ed reached over and just managed to grab him by one foot. He pulled the boy back over the railing and set him down. We all stood frozen on the spot staring at each other, as it dawned on us how close to tragedy we were just seconds before. The young mother and father scooped up their little boy, who by now was screaming, and held him closely. When we could all breathe again, they thanked Ed over and over for saving their son. We were thankful, too, that he was in the right place at the right time.
When we returned to the campground, we heard American English coming from the tent pitched on the neighboring site. A couple from Virginia came out and introduced themselves. The man had majored in Spanish and was there to perfect his language skills before starting a new teaching job back home. We immediately hit it off and decided we would continue our conversation over a late lunch in the gypsy quarter. We found a charming restaurant that spilled out onto the cobbled street, and each ordered a roasted chicken dinner, their specialty. While we ate, two strolling guitarists serenaded us with beautiful traditional gypsy love songs. When we had finished our meal, it was still light outside, so Ed suggested we drive to the Sacremonte Quarter and see some of the ancient gypsy cave houses carved into the rocks, still inhabited today.
We turned onto a one-way street that led down the hill to the cave houses. Several people came out and waved at us. We thought they were just being friendly so we all smiled and waved back. As we made our way down the road, more people were coming out and very enthusiastically waving at us. We again waved back, and noticed the road was getting quite narrow. There were several cars behind us, some starting to beep.
“I wonder what all the fuss is about.” I thought maybe we were in on some sort of celebration. More beeping and waving, and now a woman was tapping on our van.
“You’d better pull your side-view mirror in,” Ed warned me, as the steep street kept getting narrower.
All of a sudden we could go no farther, the front bumper of the van was stuck between two ancient stone houses. There was no place to turn around and there were several cars behind us. Little, tiny, European cars, not nearly as wide as our van. We could not even get the doors open so we could get out and investigate the situation. The man in the car behind us was shaking his head as he pounded the steering wheel. Oops.
We had no choice but to reverse and back up the hill, about a half mile. All the cars behind us had to back up a half mile up the hill. Needless to say, they weren’t too pleased with us, so we decided we had better pass on seeing the gypsy cave houses and return to the campground before nightfall.
*****
One stop along our Spanish journey was El Escorial, the grand Renaissance monastery and palace. We had to wait at the ticket office several minutes until there was a group of twelve people, the minimum number for each tour. We followed our pretty Spanish guide as she unlocked each section of the palace and led us in, giving detailed explanations in very fast Spanish to her little group. We did not understand much of what she was saying. We noticed a large British group in the tour following ours so we lagged behind and blended in with them to listen to their guide in English. She was very informative, telling a little history of the palace and pointing out items of significance in each room. One of the highlights of the palace I especially wanted to see was the royal fan collection, displayed in huge cases filling several large rooms. Each successive Spanish queen had added to the collection, now the largest, and most celebrated in the world. There were fans dating back to the 16th century with beautiful gold filigree handles and traditional black lacework on the edges. Some were hand-painted by famous artists, they were all beautiful. The English guide told the group they could linger in the fan room until their tea was ready on the bus.
We heard a distant clock strike four, but didn’t pay too much attention; the museum did not close for another hour so we had plenty of time. It grew very quiet. I noticed the ladies that were standing nearby had moved on. Then I realized everyone had moved on. Of course, the tour group had more important things to do than look at fans. It was four o’clock, tea time. The Brits would not miss that for anything.
I walked around the huge oak cases until I found Ed. “I think the Brits left, tea was being served on the bus. We’re the only ones in here.”
“That’s okay. Let’s finish looking at the fans and then we will leave. I saw what door the Brits went through, and this was the last stop on the tour.”
That sounded like a good plan, so I went back to the fans. When we were ready to leave, we went to the door. It would not open. Ed jiggled the handle, but it wasn’t stuck, it was locked.
“Let’s try that other door,” he said, pointing to where we had entered the room. It wouldn’t open either. We were locked in the fan room.
“Oh well, let’s just wait a few minutes, the next tour will be through here soon. Might as well look at the fans again.”
I returned to the display cases. After awhile I glanced at my watch. It was fast approaching five o'clock, closing time. The Brits were probably the last tour group of the day. What were we going to do? Spend the night locked in the fan room? There was no place to sit down and the marble floors would not make a very comfortable bed. I dreaded having to explain to some night watchman in our very limited Spanish what we were doing in the fan room all by ourselves. A distant palace clock chimed five. Panic was starting to set in when we heard someone unlocking the door. It was the last tour group of the day, just six people and their guide. We hid behind one of the cases. The guide led the group straight through the room, pointed to her watch, and apologized for running out of time, the museum was now closing. As she turned to unlock the exit door, we quietly edged our way into the group. As the guide held the door open to let them pass, she gave us a curious look. I am sure she was wondering where we had come from. We just smiled at her and said “gracias,” glad to see the light of day and our van parked in the distance.
*****
As we neared the southern coast, it grew very windy, reminding us of the mistral we experienced in France a few years before. A mistral is the great wind that sweeps down the Rhone valley and into Provence in the southwest corner of France. This cold, dry wind is unique to the area and accounts for the clarity of the air and light in the region, which drew the Impressionist painters there in the nineteenth century. A mistral develops when a mass of warm air comes from the Atlantic and collides with a mass of cold air coming down from the North Sea.
Because of the mistral, trees in the area lean south, farmhouses are built with their backs to the wind, and bell towers are open to allow the air to pass through. Even at Christmas, the mistral plays a part in the manger scene, where it is a tradition to have one of shepherd figures with their hair and cloak blowing back in the mighty wind.
We had never experienced wind like that, blowing an average speed of fifty miles per hour, continuously for three days and nights. We got very little sleep as the van shook and the wind howled through the cracks. When the mistral was over, the newspaper said the air was the clearest it had been in years so we took a day trip high into the Pre-Alps. We could see the entire islands of Corsica, and Sardinia beyond, as we looked out over the Mediterranean. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.
We were now experiencing a similar relentless wind in Southern Spain. We could hardly stand up outside. Ed ventured forth to buy a few groceries, but taking a leisurely walk or driving anywhere was out of the question. We tucked up between some buildings just off the central square in a small town and decided to wait it out.
The wind had died down just slightly and a few brave souls emerged for a brief walk. We attempted it, but it was hard going. An elderly couple walked by the van and we heard British English exclaim, “Oh, there's that little Russian couple” as they passed. That happened again the next day. Why were they calling us “the little Russian couple”? Once again, it happened and I saw them point to our license plate. Our plate was CCP-147. With great skill, we had created a generic plate out of a thick piece of plastic and black electrical tape, hiding the real Kentucky license plate in the van so it would not be stolen. It suddenly dawned on us. CCCP was the Russian abbreviation for USSR, in their Cyrillic alphabet. The couple figured since we had CCP on our plain black and white plate, we must be Russian.
*****
We were now on the southern Costa del Sol, near the posh resort town of Marbella. It was only a few days before Christmas. This was the first time we would spend the holidays away from family and friends. I tried not to think about it, but the more I tried, the more I did think about it. A feeling of homesickness started to settle upon me. I was feeling particularly blue one afternoon when Ed stuck his head in the camper door and said he was going for a walk. When he returned an hour later, he had something behind his back.
“Merry Christmas, I love you,” he said, presenting me with an evergreen branch, a rare commodity in Andalusia.
It was kind of scrawny and didn’t have all its needles, but I thought it was beautiful. I covered a cut-off milk carton in aluminum foil and we filled it with rocks and sand, securing the little branch in mostly the upright position. Ed flattened a cardboard cereal box and cut out a star, which I wrapped with aluminum foil and tied it on top the branch with red string. I had some cross-stitch fabric and embroidery floss with me, so I got busy and stitched some ornaments, making up the patterns as I went along. First, I cross-stitched a Christmas tree, then a little red and green house, a tiny girl holding candles, a red snowflake. I made little “pillows” out of them, stealing some fiberfill batting from a tiny slit in our bed quilt. We attached the ornaments with red embroidery floss. By the time we finished, it was getting dark. Ed tuned in Radio Gibraltar and they were playing old Christmas songs as we sat back and admired our handiwork in the twilight. To this day those little hand stitched ornaments are the most precious ones I hang on our tree each year, a reminder of our first Christmas far away on the Spanish coast.
The next day we walked into town, going our separate ways to buy a few little presents to wrap and put under our tree, and the ingredients for our Christmas dinner. When we got back to the campground, we noticed a new camper had pulled in not too far from us. We were excited to see it had a USA sticker on the back. We wrapped our little Christmas presents, put them under the tree, and then went over to meet our new neighbors.
A couple was standing outside as I waved and called out, “Lexington, Kentucky.”
The girl looked astonished. “How did you know?”
That was not the answer we expected. She must have misunderstood me. I tried to clarify, “WE are from Lexington, Kentucky.”
“WE are from Lexington, Kentucky, too!”
We all looked at each other. This couldn’t be. Here were two people, exactly our age, traveling in a VW van just like ours, from our hometown! They invited us to sit and we compared notes. The girl went to high school with Ed’s cousin and knew her well. We discovered we had several friends in common. The rest of the afternoon, we talked and talked about our travels, about home, about everything. It was as if we had known each other forever. It was well past midnight when we all realized it was now December 24th, Christmas Eve.
Slowly walking along the water's edge to our campsite we could hear the gentle lapping of the sea. You could just make out the lights of Gibraltar in the distance. The stars shone brightly as I looked up to the heavens. That homesick feeling had been replaced by thankfulness, not only for the timeless gifts of that Christmas long ago, but also for the gift of Scott and Judy, a little piece of home to cheer our lonely hearts.
*****
We planned to attend Christmas Eve mass at midnight with an older couple we had met at the campground the previous week. Originally from Ireland, Jim and Ann Guiney had immigrated to Canada after the war. Like us, their family was an ocean away and they were a little homesick, so we decided to go together to this special service. We joined in the procession, which was growing larger the closer we got to the surprisingly modern church. We found a seat two rows from the front and the mass started. The priest, in his mid-sixties, read the Christmas story and said a few words. Then came a procession of children carrying in Baby Jesus. They laid Him in the cradle, completing the beautifully hand-carved manger scene that adorned most of the altar space. Right on cue, the church bells in the tower outside started ringing at twelve o'clock, announcing to the world it was now Christmas. The congregation sang Silent Night a capella in Spanish and the four of us softly joined in with our English version. It was the most beautiful sound in the world.
During the singing, the older women left their seats and formed a line in front of the priest, each giving him a hug and a kiss on the cheek. The beauty of the familiar old carol and being an ocean away from family on Christmas overwhelmed me. I looked over at Ann and she was wiping her eyes, too. Somehow, the Spanish ladies sensed we were strangers among them, far from home on this most sacred of days. They all made their way over to where the four of us were standing and each gave us a hug and kiss on the cheek. That simple gesture of kindness and understanding by those dear Spanish grandmas became one of life's greatest Christmas gifts.
On New Year's Eve, Noche Vieja, we all gathered in the campground recreation hall, called The Bar. It was quite an international group. The campground hired a Disc Jockey of sorts, who had absolutely no personality and a rather limited music selection. The “Chicken Dance” was the latest and greatest thing sweeping across Europe at the time. Written by some obscure Swiss accordion player, you either loved the song or wanted to shoot the composer. After hearing it a hundred times that winter, we volunteered to supply the bullet. Just for fun, that night Ed and I got up and danced it a couple of times, making little beak motions with our fingers, flapping our wings, and shaking our tail feathers with the best of them. We did draw the line, however, when a little later some Brits started forming a conga line.
Right before midnight, we all gathered around the television to watch the live count down, broadcast from the main square in Madrid, a Spanish version of the celebration in Times Square. It was a custom to pop a grape in your mouth on each stroke of twelve o'clock. This started in the early 1900's when some enterprising vineyard owners from Alicante didn't know what to do with their bumper crop of grapes, so they decided to start a tradition. You are supposed to have a month of good luck with every grape you ate. Easier said than done. We started popping grapes with the first chime, continuing for the next two or three. There was no time to chew and swallow, and Spanish grapes have seeds. We hadn't quite finished all of ours when the clock struck twelve. Oh well. We all stood there looking like a bunch of chipmunks with our cheeks pooched out with grapes, enjoying the first good laugh of the New Year.
With the holidays behind us, we all went our separate ways. We said goodbye to our new friends, Jim and Ann, who were headed to Portugal. At that time we didn't know that we would visit them several times at their home in Windsor, Canada, or of the many times they would stop overnight at our home in Kentucky on their way south to spend winters in Florida. Scott and Judy left to continue their slow journey north to France and beyond. We now visit them at home in Lexington for an evening of reminiscing about our travels abroad.
*****
With the dictionary always close at hand, Ed was working hard to increase his Spanish language skills, adding new words, mostly nouns and verbs, to his vocabulary every day. By now, he was able to ask for what we wanted in the market and order in restaurants. After eating lunch one day, I wanted to use their facilities, so Ed asked the waiter where they were. He just gave us a puzzled look and said “no comprendo.” When we got back to the van, we parsed our Spanish sentence and discovered Ed had actually asked the waiter, “Where it is, the female toilet bowl.” No wonder he was confused.
We had the luxury of time while enjoying the warm Spanish weather, so Ed decided to enroll in a six-week course at an international language school in Marbella. The classes were small, met for four hours each day, and used the total immersion method. Now he would have some of the “glue” to hold those random nouns and verbs together. Classes would begin right after the New Year Holiday break.
After checking into a more reasonably priced campground on the Mediterranean, we settled into a campsite right on the beach. To the west, the rock of Gibraltar jutted out into the Mediterranean and on a clear day, you could look south and see the Pillars of Hercules and Atlas Mountains of Morocco on the coast of North Africa. We watched the many ships passing through the Straits, luxury ocean liners, supertankers, freighters, sailboats. Gibraltar is like Britain in miniature, fish and chip shops, pubs, steak and kidney pies, the Union Jack flying everywhere. We have visited there several times and I never liked having to drive across the narrow airport landing strip to get to the Rock. They would give us the “all-clear,” but I always checked the heavens closely to see if any stray planes were approaching, just in case they missed one.
In the mornings, we tuned in Radio Gibraltar to get the news in English. Parliament was in session back in London and they reported every detail of the debates, often with a humorous twist. One morning some particular motion was hotly debated with many “Here-Heres” and one loud “Come off of it” from the opposition. They also broadcast the daily list of birthdays on the Rock and if you were celebrating that day, you received the old sailor's salute of three loud “Hey-Hos” over the airwaves in your honor.
We made friends with the man camping in a tent next to us, Achim, a chef from Stuttgart, who was exchanging the cold German winter for sunny Spain. With dark, bushy hair, and a large mustache, Achim reminded me of a character out of some comic strip. He murdered the English language, and would have us in stitches as he tried to translate a joke from German. He was great fun, and a master of grilling out seafood, which we could buy fresh off the boat.
Achim would get out his wind surfing equipment every morning and set off, going out towards Gib in the distance, then back and forth all morning, careful to stay out of the busy shipping lanes. While he was wind surfing, his little white poodle, Whitey, would sit at the water's edge waiting patiently, keeping a watchful eye on her master. Ed tried wind surfing and finally got the hang of it. One rather windy day I looked up from my book and he was just a dot on the horizon. Ed had not yet mastered how to turn it around and was in the middle of the busy shipping lane, halfway to Morocco. I was glad to see the whites of his eyes when he finally made it back to the shore.
Whitey was the coolest dog we had ever met. Not usually fond of poodles, this one was special. She wasn't trimmed in the latest poodle cut and was just a lovable little ball of curly fur. With her long list of tricks, she was one of the smartest dogs around. Achim would ask her for his slippers, the newspaper, his book, or a cigarette, and she would disappear into his tent, coming out with precisely the requested item. She liked to snuggle and won my heart over as she sat in our laps while we watched the sun go down each evening over the Rock.
Since Achim didn't have a car, we often took him with us when we went out, to shop, sightsee, or to try out a new restaurant. Whitey would come along, too, and wait in the van while we did our errand or ate. One evening we went to a nearby town to have a special paella, the national dish of Spain made of seafood and saffron rice. We left the dog in the camper and were strolling along the promenade on our way to the restaurant when, all of a sudden, Whitey was barking at our heels, so proud of herself. Achim had left the little wing vent window open a crack in the back seat of the van. Whitey had somehow opened it wide enough to squeeze through. We would have to remember to latch the window on future excursions.
A week or two went by, Ed continued with his studies. He needed a break and we needed supplies, so we decided one afternoon to take a trip to Malaga and stock up at the big supermercado there. We invited Achim and Whitey to go with us.
The store was huge, with nearly 100 checkouts, and we took our time looking at all the regional specialties on display, jamon serrano, the local dry-cured ham, sausages hanging from the ceiling, cheeses imported from all over Europe, a huge variety of olives, seafood from the Mediterranean, aisles of fresh fruit and vegetables. It was grocery paradise. We finally filled our cart and returned to the van.
We unlocked the van door to discover Whitey was not there. Achim had wanted some air in the back seat so he had cracked the vent. Forgetting to latch it, Whitey had once again worked it open and made her escape. We quickly unloaded the grocery cart and started to hunt for the dog, calling her name and looking all over the parking lot. She was nowhere to be found. We continued searching for her, widening our area. We called and called until we were hoarse. By now, it was dark. Ed finally went into the store and asked at the service desk if anyone had reported a dog in the parking lot. A lady overheard him and said she thought someone had picked up a stray earlier and was seen putting a dog in her car. She was long gone.
Ed came back and had to break the news to Achim, who was devastated. By then we had been looking for Whitey for several hours, and were pretty much convinced we would not find her, but Achim did not want to give up. He told us Whitey had a heart condition and would die without her medicine. We continued searching. He eventually asked us to take him downtown to the police station so he could report the dog missing.
Ed went in with him to translate and try to calm down Achim, who was not only distraught about Whitey, but also angry with himself for leaving the vent open. The police weren't too interested in a lost dog. They took our names and where we were staying in case something turned up. By now, it was getting late. We drove back to the supermercado to look again. The huge parking lot was empty, the lights turned off. We sat there in silence for a few minutes. There wasn't anything to do but go home. Poor Achim was crushed and quietly cried all the way back to the campground. No one said a word. We all felt terrible.
Achim stayed closed up in his tent for a few days, grieving the loss of Whitey, while still hoping to hear from the police in Malaga. He finally decided to leave everything at the campsite and go to Morocco for a week. We never saw him again.
The bus picked us up at the crack of dawn to take us to the ferry at the port of Algeciras, just west of Gibraltar. I was still sleepy and a little apprehensive about this adventure as we climbed aboard, leaving our van behind, parked in the security of the Spanish campground. We were going on a four-day “Taste of Morocco” organized tour. The Pillars of Hercules, the tall promontories that flank the Straits of Gibraltar, had been beckoning us to explore a new continent, just a few miles away by ferry, but a world far different than we were used to.
The port was already bustling with activity when we arrived, a maze of ships and cranes, people and carts. We were met by our tour guide and ushered aboard the ferry. We stood on deck as we slowly sailed by Gibraltar. We had been to Gib several times, but had never seen the impressive rock from the sea. As we sailed out of the protected harbor, the wind picked up and the sea became rough. A storm was coming in from the Atlantic, pushing mountains of water through the narrow straits. By the time we were half way to Africa, the waves were crashing over the side of the little ferry, which was struggling through the huge swells. Ed stayed up on deck watching the storm while I went below. I started to feel a little seasick, so hunted a seat near the center of the boat, and kept my eyes on a fixed object. I prayed Ed was hanging on tightly and would still be on deck when we arrived. We finally reached the harbor in Ceuta, the strategic Spanish enclave on the northern Moroccan coast. As our tour guide, Rachi, led us to a waiting bus, he told us they had just stopped all ship traffic across the Straits because of the storm, ours had been the last boat. Lucky us.
As we stood by the side of the bus trying to shake off that “green” feeling, we were joined by the rest of our tour group. Rachi collected our passports and headed to the customs shed while we introduced ourselves. There were three Colombians who had traveled several times in the States, an elderly German couple, a young German seminary graduate, a Spanish couple, a Dutch man who was an artist, and another young American couple from Philadelphia. Thirteen of us. Everyone except the old German couple spoke fairly good English, which was to be the language of the tour.
The brewing storm had passed by the time we got on the bus and crossed the border into Morocco. All of a sudden, it seemed like we had stepped out of the 20th century. Everyone wore djellabas, long hooded robes. Most women were veiled, and the men wore soft yellow leather shoes with long points curling upwards. I wondered if it was hard to walk with all that extra shoe. There were very few autos. We shared the road with a steady stream of burros and carts carrying a variety of goods to and from the market, stopping and waiting for herds of sheep and goats to move out of the road. Several men rode on donkeys with the women walking behind. No libbers over here.
The bus took us away from the coast through the foothills of the Rif Mountains. Cork oaks and olive trees, with their gnarled trunks and silver-green leaves, were growing everywhere on the terraced hillsides. The bus labored up and down the winding mountain road past Berber villages with their square red stucco houses. There were no fences so shepherds, either young boys or very old men, tended the many herds of sheep and goats we passed. We saw numerous olive trees with a dozen or more goats balanced up in the branches eating the leaves, the shepherd snoozing underneath in the shade.
We had been on the bus, which had no toilet facilities, for about three hours so I was relieved when we pulled into a little roadside cafe/rest stop. The mountain dropped off sharply behind the cafe and we stopped to admire the panoramic view overlooking the valley below. We were rushed by a dozen boys trying to sell us postcards, “Rolex” watches, matches, and an endless variety of trinkets to ward off the evil eye. Rachi shooed them away and we went into the cool, dim cafe.
I followed the Colombian lady to the ladies room and leaned against the wall to wait my turn. After awhile she came out, looked at me with raised eyebrows, and shuddered. Maybe that was Colombian for “big spider.” I cautiously went in. Ahead on the floor were the two ceramic footprints of a squat, or Turkish, toilet. They had forgotten to mention those in potty training years ago, but we had encountered them a few times before in Southern Europe, so at least I wasn't too traumatized. After all, when in Rome....
Then I noticed the floor. There was light coming up between the damp, wooden planks I was standing on and through the toilet drain pipe. Or, rather, where the toilet drainpipe once was. The floor moved and made a loud creak as I cautiously stepped forward to take a peek through the hole. I froze as I saw the valley far below me. This bathroom must have been added on the back of the building and was counter-levered out over the cliff. I was standing over nothing but air on damp, decaying floorboards. The sewer pipe had fallen or rusted off already. Woe unto anyone standing under that hole far below.
Not sure what to do, I was afraid to move on the creaky boards. We were still three hours from Fez, the bus did not have facilities, there wasn't a bush in sight, and we had to run the gauntlet to the bus through the hoard of teenage entrepreneurs waiting for us outside the entrance of the cafe. So I took a deep breath, carefully backed over the hole, and did the scariest wee of my life.
As I came out, the elderly German frau was waiting her turn. I raised my eyebrows and shuddered like the Colombian lady, which I now knew, was the international sign for “terrifying toilet.”
Refreshed and relieved, we settled back in the bus for the trip to Fez, passing through a wide valley. Rachi told us they used water stored in ancient reservoirs high up in the Atlas Mountains to irrigate the valley, lush with orchards, grains, sugar beets, bright yellow rapeseed, and sunflowers. There was no mechanized machinery in sight, the farmers working the fields with teams of oxen or a donkey pulling a small plow.
Ed was feeling a bit queasy so went to lie down across the back seats of the bus. I struck up a conversation with our fellow countryman, Mark, an accountant from Philadelphia. Everything there was better, bigger, bolder. The people were brainier, busier, braver, and brighter in Philly, the center of the universe. He went on bragging about his city for miles, finally asking me where we were from. When I told him Kentucky, he looked at me as if I was some kind of bumpkin, glancing down to see if I was barefoot and pregnant.
For the next four days, Mark complained about everything, comparing it to the States and Philly. He did not like the bus, wouldn't try the food, hated the crowds in the medina, didn't want to take his designer shoes off at the door of the mosque, and was angry there was no ice in his drink. Good thing he didn't go in the ladies’ bathroom earlier at the roadside cafe. I wondered why he chose to honeymoon in this exotic country with his quiet, shy bride. Mark stands out in our memory as the quintessential “Ugly American” and we were ashamed to call him our fellow countryman. He should have stayed in Philadelphia with the cream cheese, for he had not yet discovered there is an art to traveling. If you won't try the food, ignore the customs, fear the religion, avoid the people, and shy away from the unexpected, you are better off staying at home.
*****
We were not sure what to expect in Fez, and were pleasantly surprised with our beautiful hotel, best described as Nuevo-Moorish, low and stuccoed, with lots of arches and quiet, hidden courtyards. After a dinner of creamed lamb over rice, we retired to our room.
The next morning Rachi collected us in the lobby and we set off to explore. Our hotel was just outside Fez-el-Bali, the old walled city, now a UNESCO World Heritage site. We usually avoid guided tours, but were happy to follow Rachi closely through this labyrinth of crowded, narrow streets where you could easily get lost. Fez retains much of its medieval way of life within those old walls of the medina, where two hundred thousand people live and practice their ancient crafts.
It was a feast for the senses as we made our way through the souq, the old market. Faded canvases were hung overhead to shelter the throng of buyers and sellers from the hot sun. I was surprised at how noisy it was with vendors shouting the quality of their wares and people bargaining for the lowest prices. Exotic aromas of cinnamon, cardamom, orange, and jasmine came from stalls selling herbs and spices from all over the world, displayed in huge, brightly colored mounds. I was tempted to linger as we walked through the area that sold luxurious fabrics, some unbelievably expensive with gold or silver threads woven in them to make delicate patterns. One shop carried nothing but gold trims, braiding, and cording. We passed shop after shop containing hammered copper pots, silver hookahs, or colorful hand-painted pottery. I wished we had time to watch the artists painting the intricate designs on the hands of a girl at the henna stall. Of course, at every turn were the ubiquitous carpet salesmen, waved away by Rachi.
We came to an intersection and had to move to the side to make way for a little burro weighed down with panniers full of some unknown brown substance. I looked down and there was a large cobra three feet from my leg, standing at attention perfectly still, its hood flared, the rest of him coiled up in a large basket. I froze, afraid to move, or breathe. Snakes terrify me, especially one so big, so up close and personal. The snake charmer was coming over, a large asp around his neck, and one in each hand. Nothing charming here as he smiled and offered me a snake. I thought I was going to have a heart attack, or at least faint. Suddenly Rachi came to my rescue and stepped between me and the charmer, warning him to back off. I was never so glad to see anyone in my life.
We made our way through the crowded alley to a shop selling brass. There were a few low cushions, so I gladly sat on one, still shaky from the encounter with the snakes. They served each of us a tiny cup of tepid mint tea while an artist explained the process of casting the brass pieces. He then skillfully etched an intricate Moorish pattern on a small, round plate. Ed bought the plate from him and he etched the date on the back. Our souvenir of Fez.
We followed Rachi through the bustling maze of commerce and humanity, stopping to watch a group of men cutting up old car tires and turning them into sandals. A pungent odor filled the air as we neared the tanneries, unchanged since the 11th century. Much of the famous “finest Moroccan leather” used in bookbinding passed through this tannery. Taking a raw sheep or goat hide, the tanners placed it in a mixture of pigeon poo, acids, and cow urine, which breaks down the tough leather. No wonder it smelled terrible. Mr. Philadelphia held his hand over his nose and mouth and looked like he was about to pass out. I loved it. Meany Me smiled sweetly at him, I was not about to let on the smell was making my eyes sting. I now realized why the young vendors at the entrance of the tanneries were selling mint leaves. They were to crush and hold under your nose. Rachi must have forgotten to mention that.
After the skins have soaked for a while, the tanners worked them with their feet until they are soft and pliable. They are then sent to the enormous dye vats, arranged in a honeycomb pattern, where men stand waist deep in a wide range of colored dyes, again working the hides with their feet. The natural dyes turned their legs and arms different colors. The hides were then laid in the sun on the rooftops to dry among the TV antennas, a juxtaposition of old traditions and modern world.
We stopped to admire the tall, golden, Moorish arched doors, with their huge brass knockers, guarding the entrance of the royal palace. By now, we were tired and hungry. My feet hurt. We followed Rachi, who stopped in front of immense carved wooden doors that had hung on their ancient brass hinges for centuries. As if by magic, they slowly opened.
“Welcome, welcome my friends.” Our host ushered us in as Rachi disappeared.
The cool Moorish palace was a welcome relief from the crowded, hot streets of the medina and it took our eyes a minute to adjust from the bright, Moroccan sunlight. The center of the large room, the courtyard, was open all the way to the roof which contained a skylight. On each side of the room were four huge columns going all the way up to the ceiling, supporting three levels of balconies above us, all opened to the central courtyard. The columns were covered with small, ornate blue and green tiles, the floor had larger tiles of red, green, and yellow. Muslim law forbids the image of any plant or animal to be used in their decoration, so the tiles were of tiny, intricate designs. At one end of the room on an oriental style carpet was a large, low round table covered in emerald green silk, surrounded by over-stuffed cushions. Our host beckoned us to sit. I sunk down on the low cushion, wondering how I would manage to get up gracefully.
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