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FOREWORD





I fell in love with Spain's wild mountains, endless plains and evocative old towns 30 years ago and spent almost two decades there, working as a reporter for international magazines and newspapers. I was so fascinated by the country and its people that I couldn't stay still and through the 1990s and 2000s I trekked – as a backpacker and a budding travel writer – through every part of the Iberian Peninsula. 


  Every journey soothed my yearning for adventure, but fuelled dreams of another. I explored most of the wildest parts of the Spanish mainland, camping, walking, hitchhiking and even travelling on horseback. I slept in orchards and ruined barns, under bridges and in shadowy nooks beneath the walls of Moorish fortresses. 


  Mostly I travelled alone but my path often coincided with itinerant labourers, migrant workers, nomadic punks (punkis as the Spanish call them) and some of Spain's unique Gitano communities. For a few memorable weeks I trekked in Aragon with three septuagenarian brothers who were the last truly nomadic migrant shepherds on the Iberian Peninsula.


  During one of my early journeys, I met an unforgettable old man who described himself as a vagabundo. We were both almost penniless but fate had somehow contrived to provide us each with the handful of pesetas necessary to catch a train in Badajoz, near the Portuguese border. We chatted in Spanish as the train clanked past a series of dusty sidings. The old man was homeless and owned nothing but the clothes on his back. I was in a similar situation. In my case though it was purely by choice. I was between jobs and don't even recall now where I was going. Nor why, uncharacteristically, I was travelling by train rather than hitchhiking or walking. 


  The old man also habitually travelled on foot, he told me, around a circuit that he could complete roughly every two years. It was, he believed, the perfect pace to ensure that he was welcomed back in the villages along his route. 


  'Hola señora, soy vagabundo,' he'd yell cheerily. 'Necesito algo pa' comer' – I'm a vagabond. I need something to eat.


  In each hamlet he'd be greeted as an old friend and I gathered that his entire livelihood lay in trading laughter and tales of the road for a meal and a glass or two of vino. Then he'd move on. He almost certainly completed his last circuit long ago and has no doubt passed on to other stomping grounds by now.


  He had no home, no family and no money. Yet that happy hobo lives on in my mind as the most bright-eyed, contented and funloving person I ever met.


  Almost 30 years after meeting him, as I had just tipped over into the wrong side of 50 – about the same age that my 'old' vagabundo friend would have been when I met him – I set out to recapture some of that spirit. In fact I realized that I was now older than that famously crazy old Spanish gentleman Don Quixote was said to have been when he embarked on his own errant adventure. Probably I should have been old enough to know better. Was it reckless, I wondered, to be setting off on a midsummer walk that would take me 1,225 kilometres up the length of Spain? The answer, I found out later, was yes. It turned out that it was extremely reckless but I was not to know when I started my journey that I'd be walking through the hottest summer since records began in Spain over a century ago. By some estimates more than 11,000 people died from the heat in Spain that year.


  In honour of my old friend, it seemed important that the trek – from Gibraltar to Estaca de Bares (the most northerly point on the Iberian Peninsula) – should be completed in true vagabond style. Wherever possible I intended to sleep in the open air, en el santo suelo ('on the sacred ground' as the Spanish call it). Or, preferably, suspended a metre above it in my trusty hammock. I was haunted by the feeling that I would only ever be flirting with a state of 'vagabondage'. Even as I strung my hammock across a hidden irrigation ditch on the outskirts of a village or curled up on a groundsheet on a remote hilltop, I often had the hypocritical feeling that my sense of insecurity was itself just a mild sham. Part of an act. For countless thousands of people, after all, the state of homelessness was far from romantic.


  Nevertheless, I was driven by a hunger to return to my old hobo ways, sleeping rough wherever I could, bathing in streams and grabbing a meal when the opportunity arose. I wanted to sacrifice a rigid itinerary for a chance to regain the love of aimless freewheeling that had motivated my earliest travels.
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CHAPTER 1 




Across the South
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As I peered out from among the cocooning folds of my hammock one May morning, I felt unseasonably cold droplets of dew settle on my face like a cold flannel. I was a castaway in a sea of swirling mist; my little desert island of scrubby grass and stunted olives floated in a soupy cloud.


  The weather had been clear the previous evening so I hadn't bothered to string the plastic bivouac roof over my hammock. I'd felt privileged to look up at the stars, ensnared within a crooked web of gnarled branches and twigs. The lights of a distant village had glowed amber on the plain, like the clustered campfires of an entrenched army. Now, at daybreak, the hillside was draped in mist. The only noises were the distant crowing of cockerels and what sounded like the dim clanking of rattled chains approaching along the curve of the hillside. 


  The sound was vaguely familiar but it took a moment for my sleep-befuddled brain to realize that a herd of goats was moving along the hillside towards me. The heavy bells around the necks of the billies clattered eerily.


  It was a dawn chorus that would have been familiar to the inhabitants of this hill two thousand years ago. I'd set up camp near a maze of crumbling walls, the remains of a nameless Roman city that was already considered ancient when Christ was born. The evening before I'd explored the ruins as I searched for a sheltered sleeping spot. Eventually I'd given up on the shadowy cisterns and spooky chambers and had settled on a tangle of olive trees. 


  I realized now that it was the sound of the approaching goats that had woken me. The males were grunting like gazelles in rut. It crossed my mind that they might well be accompanied by shepherds – and perhaps even by ferocious mastiff dogs. With this in mind, I decided that it would be wise to break camp quickly and move down the hillside before the herd surrounded me. 


  It had been three days since I'd walked out of Gibraltar. I'd slogged uphill for most of the first 100 kilometres and only now, on the southern flank of the Sierra de Aznar, could I begin to convince myself that I was on the downhill slope towards Seville.





* * *




Mark Twain must have seen Gibraltar on an unusually beautiful day when he described it in The Innocents Abroad: 'majestic Gibraltar glorified with the rich colouring of a Spanish sunset and swimming in a sea of rainbows.'


  It had always struck me as fitting that the little enclave – less than 7 square kilometres – seemed to have imported its own British weather. The damp eastern wind that blows up the Strait is known as the levanter and it's over Gibraltar that it invariably delivers its cargo of rain. There are few days when The Rock isn't crowned with its own wispy grey tiara and Gibraltarians will tell you, with barely concealed pride, that the levanter cloud is often the only one visible for 50 miles across southern Spain. 


  'If you look closely,' they say, 'you can see "Made in England" stamped on its underside.'


  But the first hint of dawn was yet to bleach the starry Mediterranean sky when I began walking from Gibraltar's southern tip. 


  I'd rented a room the previous night in the heart of Gibraltar's old town, savouring what I figured would be my last night in a bed for at least a month. My English landlady Marie had gone beyond the bounds of normal hospitality by suggesting she'd wake even before first light to drive me south to my starting point at Europa Point (Gibraltar's southern tip), thus saving me an added 4 kilometres on my long trek to Spain's more northerly extreme.


  'Around that corner you'll find an alley that leads to the beach,' Marie reassured me as she gesticulated through the darkness beyond the salt-smeared windows of her little hatchback. 'Just walk across and you'll find a tunnel that will lead you back up onto Main Street. You can't get lost.'


  It turned out that I most certainly could. 


  It took a while even to find the access to the beach in the dark, and the tunnel that I eventually stumbled into came to a dead-end after just a few metres. Much of Gibraltar is riddled, like a gigantic, fossilized rabbit warren, with man-made tunnels and caverns. I was reluctant to waste my first morning looking for a shortcut among the estimated 167 caves that honeycomb The Rock so I promptly turned back to retrace the route Marie had driven along Levanter Way. Striding past the Al-Saud Mosque, I could make out the glimmer of Ceuta (one of the two Spanish enclaves on the coast of Morocco) cutting through the haze of the Straits. Few people today recall that Gibraltar was originally named Jabal Tariq (Tariq's Mountain) after the Muslim general who landed here at the head of 7,000 Berber warriors in 711 CE. 


  I'd been looking forward to this predawn ramble but how could I not feel daunted by the prospect of the thousand kilometres or more that lay to the north? It struck me as a highly unpropitious beginning that I'd been lost even before my walk began. If I could get lost even with that gigantic granite slab looming above my right shoulder, what chance would I have on the relatively featureless plains of Extremadura? It was a moment of soul-searching but now at least I was underway and determined to keep resolutely heading northward.


  The reflected glare of the Europa Point lighthouse threw a faint orange sheen across the rock face and I wondered if the iconic apes were even awake yet. Nobody knows for sure how the Barbary apes (Europe's only wild monkey) originally arrived on The Rock. One suggestion is they walked here along 20 kilometres of tunnels under the Straits, and a Gibraltarian myth has it that a secret monkey graveyard still lies hidden in an undiscovered cave. Some believe that the apes walked across before there was water in the Straits, or that the Moorish invaders brought them over. Most likely it was British troops who bought them from African traders as pets and then released them when they outgrew their cuteness. Whatever the reason, it has been prophesied that Gibraltar will cease to be British on the day that the apes leave. During World War Two Winston Churchill, learning of diminishing numbers, ordered that ape 'reinforcements' be brought in from their homelands in Morocco.


  It took me the best part of 2 hours to walk from Europa Point through the tangled alleys and winding streets of old Gib. At this early hour the only people on the streets were dog-owners who would nod, mutter a staunchly English 'Mornin'' and clutch little bouquets of plastic poop-bags to their chests like talismans. I was now officially underway, yet there was a strange feeling of limbo in the fact that I'd not yet even entered Spain. I passed Trafalgar Cemetery and the tiny King's Chapel, so old that the '1560' chiselled by the door is said to relate only to a renovation that was made after it was damaged in a pirate raid. 


  Lights were flickering to life inside a café at the southern end of Main Street and I grasped at the prospect of a few minutes to sit still and collect my thoughts now that I was underway. 


  'Start as you mean to go on,' I muttered to myself, 'never refuse a coffee.' I didn't realize yet that this was just the first instance of the unceasing monologue that would carry me through the next 1,225 solitary kilometres. 


  The inside of the café was hung with old prints of ships, naval memorabilia and a lithograph of the Battle of Trafalgar. Chairs were still upturned on tables and the barman was sweeping inside so I took my double espresso out to a pavement table. A pair of early dog-walkers stopped nearby, giving me an irresistible chance to eavesdrop on the fascinating 'Spanglish' conversation that is an iconic part of Gibraltarian culture. The dog-walkers were able to switch, completely seamlessly, between English and Spanish according to whatever phrases tripped most easily off the tongue: 'Tengo que go to a wedding mañana,' one of them was saying. 


  'Joder,' the other swore in sympathy. 'Whose wedding?'


  'It's an old amiga de mi hermana.'


  My coffee finished, I shouldered my pack again and walked onwards past the infamously rough-and-ready Horseshoe pub where, during my first visit to the enclave in 1987, I'd found casual work as a glass collector. It had been a favourite with the Royal Navy boys when they were in port… and a favourite with tobacco smugglers the rest of the time. The alley at the side of the building saw more than its share of brawls on nights when both sets of clienteles were simultaneously present. In my professional capacity I was sometimes called into action as a reluctant doorman and was there, trying to break up a fight one Saturday night, when a young sailor was half-blinded. It would probably have been just another good-natured punch-up between friends, except that one of the drunken brawlers forgot to drop his cigarette before he punched his crewmate in the eye.


  But at this early hour on a Thursday morning The Horseshoe was peaceful. There were some shattered glasses in the alleyway to show that maybe things hadn't changed all that much.


  Even today the chain of battlements, bastions and batteries lend Gibraltar the atmosphere of a besieged fortress. At the bottom of Main Street I crossed Casemates Square where a flock of pigeons took off, slapping wings applauding the coming sunrise. Then I entered the gloomy Landport Tunnel, like an image of Dickensian London, to emerge beside the sturdy stone wall of Couvreport Battery. 


  For more than three centuries the British bulldog has refused to slacken his tenacious grip on the foot of Europe, despite Spain's determined attempts to shake him loose. El Peñón (as The Rock was known in Spanish) was first captured by the British fleet in 1704. Then, nine years later, the Treaty of Utrecht ended the Spanish War of Succession, ceding 'ownership of the city and castle of Gibraltar, together with its port, defences and fortresses' to the British Crown. Since that time the people of Gibraltar – a mixed population of British, Portuguese, Italian and Maltese descent – have been almost unanimous in their determination to resist Spanish attempts to regain sovereignty. People still laugh about the 1967 referendum when almost the entire population (about 25,000) voted in favour of remaining British; the story goes that a grand total of 44 voted for Spain… and in the week after the ballot there were numerous accounts of tearful old ladies admitting that they'd accidentally ticked the box in favour of ceding to Spain.


  I followed Winston Churchill Avenue onto the apron of the airport runway that completely bisects the neck of the peninsula. By now it was light enough to make out the pockmarked face of the sheer cliff known as The Notch. In the late 1700s besieging Spanish forces had managed to creep so close that it was impossible for the British to angle their guns down upon them. So an ambitious plan was devised to carve almost 200 metres of tunnels, galleries and gun emplacements out of the solid rock, using pickaxes, crowbars and precious measures of gunpowder. I'd seen a plaque up there in what is known as Windsor Gallery commemorating the completion, in 1783, of that monumental project by Sergeant Major Ince of the Military Artificers and one Lieutenant Eveleigh of the Corps of Engineers. 


  Fortunately, peace now reigns and the tricorn-hatted Guardia Civil and uniformed British 'Bobbies' around the border are mostly for show. At the northern end of the great breezy stretch of runway, motorbike-mounted commuters and countless cyclists were weaving through a traffic jam. The riders fumbled with wallets or tugged at ID cards that hung around their necks. These were the lucky ones who could traverse the border at will, since in this post-Brexit era the offices once again echoed with the hollow thunk of passport stamps. 


  At times in the past when diplomatic relations had been strained, Gibraltarians had complained that Spanish border guards had deliberately adopted a go-slow policy in processing vehicles. Some went so far as to accuse Spain of human rights violations for keeping people waiting for hours in temperatures that exceeded 40°C.


  Laurie Lee had visited The Rock in 1935 and wrote about the experience three decades later in As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning. The British enclave had struck him as an 'interloper'. It appeared to him as if it had been towed out from Portsmouth to be anchored under its own private shroud of English drizzle. 


  In Gibraltar the authorities couldn't understand why the British writer was hobo-ing around Spain and he was taken to see the Chief of Police who struck Lee as 'a worried but kindly man'.


  Lee wasn't destitute exactly. But neither was he… well, entirely 'respectable'. The general consensus was that it just didn't seem to be cricket. 'It doesn't do, you know – if you'll forgive my saying so,' the chief complained. 'Nothing personal you understand…'


  Finally Lee was allowed entry only on the condition that he agreed to sleep in the police station at night. But the restriction of sleeping in a police station was tedious and after a few days of bacon and eggs, Lee was relieved to head back into Spain.


  I was leaving after just a single night and, like Lee, was anxious to get back into Spain. Although there was a jam of incoming traffic very few people were going out at this hour on a weekday morning. Because there was nobody to follow, I misjudged the exit route and a very brusque British border guard called me over and demanded to see my passport. His clipped moustache and equally clipped accent gave him the air of a cad from a 1920s movie, but his automatic rifle commanded a certain respect. 


  'Where did you arrive from?' he asked gruffly. 


  'I arrived in La Línea by bus yesterday,' I told him. 'I only visited Gib overnight… fancied a pie and a pint.' 


  My mildly matey effort to win a smile had no visible effect.


  'Working in Spain?' he asked. 


  'No. Just on holiday.' I jerked a thumb at my backpack.


  I hoped that he wouldn't push me into a direct lie by asking where I intended to stay that night. Instead he turned his nose up at my pack as if it were some particularly offensive form of roadkill.


  'It doesn't do, you know,' I expected him to say, '– if you'll forgive my saying so.'


  But a cursory nod ushered me on my way and, a minute later, I was embroiled in an almost identical conversation in Spanish with an equally unwelcoming official: 'Looking forward to getting back to some jamón serrano,' I told him. 


  He too had heard it all before. The heavy thunk of an entry stamp going into my passport served to remind me that, thanks to Brexit, British arrivals to Spain are often reluctantly tolerated these days rather than actively welcomed. 





* * *





As I stepped into the street, I took a moment to register the fact that I'd now taken the first of roughly one and a half million Spanish steps that would be required to reach the coast of Galicia. 


  It was hard to imagine on this crisp, sun-blessed Andalucían morning (with the merest smudge of patriotic cloud hovering like a battle standard above The Rock) that the community I was entering has often been described as Spain's most troubled town. La Línea de la Concepción sprawls up the coast on the Spanish side of the border and my first challenge was to find a 10-kilometre path through the network of highways that riddled this hinterland, effectively barring me from the wild Andalucían landscapes that I'd been dreaming of. The people of La Línea de la Concepción have traditionally had a complex love–hate relationship with what they call the Rock Scorpions. Perhaps it was the Gibraltarians' enforced isolation during the years of the dictator Franco's siege that made the inhabitants of The Rock so gregarious. One tale that shed a brilliant light on the local character described how the entire Gibraltar community turned out at the border to watch Franco's Guardia Civil lock the frontier gates. It was 1969, John and Yoko had just got married on The Rock and the Gibraltarians were as fired up with Beatlemania as they were with patriotic fervour. As the gates banged shut 15,000 faces turned defiantly towards Spain and 15,000 voices sang out in a rousing chorus of 'we all live in a yellow submarine'.


  The decade that followed – when besieged Rock Scorpions were often described as 'rocky happy' (or, more accurately, 'rock crazy') – turned smugglers into local heroes. After all, only the Gibraltarian contrabandistas could come and go as they wished, taking advantage of a smuggler's moon to convey their illicit cargoes of tobacco. The most famous among these outlaws became part of a uniquely Mediterranean Robin Hood myth, operating super-fast speedboats that could easily outrun the best that the Spanish coastguard could command. 


  In recent decades the smuggling story has turned to a darker chapter, however, and La Línea has become the frontline in the war on European drug smuggling. Calle Canarias, not far to my east and running along Sobrevela Beach, was reputedly one of the most dangerous streets in Europe thanks to the activity of various feuding cartels and street gangs. 


  At neighbouring La Atunara beach, smuggling had once been so blatant that Gibraltarian speedboats would pull up in broad daylight. The neighbourhood women who offloaded the boats hand-painted pedestrian crossings across the four lanes of Paseo del Mediterráneo to minimize the risk involved in the constant shuttling of waterproofed packages. 


  A coastguard chopper pilot whose machine had been stoned by supporters of the neighbourhood's drug clans once likened the experience to combat flying in Vietnam.


  As I followed the curve of the esplanade alongside Avenida de España – with the clanking dockside cranes of Algeciras like an iron forest along the western shoreline – it occurred to me that I was caught between a rock and a very hard place indeed. It was not a place where I would want to spend the night on the streets and I hoped to be high in the hills by sundown.


  It was all a simple accident of geography. At the time of my first visit to this area, in the late 1980s, the triangle of choppy water between Morocco, Gibraltar and Spain had been transitioning between tobacco smuggling and the running of more lucrative cargos. There were 24-foot Phantom speedboats in Gibraltar's marinas with their hulls and the casings of their six-cylinder engines camouflaged with matt-black paint. Suspicious, to say the least, but no questions were asked. All that cloak-and-dagger engineering just to run cartons of Marlboros or Winstons a kilometre up the coast? A shrug and a wink. 'Nuff said.


  Rigid fibreglass hulls were prone to damage. The waterborne contrabandistas therefore switched to inflatable Zodiacs whose semi-rigid designs were more forgiving of the brutal sea conditions in what old sailors called 'the gut'. These so-called 'rubbers' had the added benefit that they could be hidden and transported to launching points by lorry.


  A smuggler could cover the cost of such a craft several times over from a single run with a boatload of hashish harvested from Morocco's Rif Mountains. At the height of the smuggling – coinciding with the 2008 economic crisis – an estimated 2,500 tonnes of what the Spanish called goma de la sierra (mountain rubber) was being smuggled across the Straits each year. Small-time drug runners carried packages on the Ceuta and Tangier ferries. Bajamos al moro, people would say – let's go down to visit the Moor. It was street slang for a hashish run. I'd made the short voyage frequently (some would say suspiciously frequently) between Spain and Morocco during the 1990s as a struggling travel writer. I'd never smuggled anything more incriminating than a fake Rolex but I remembered being searched at the ferry terminals. 


  'Est ce que vous avez un petit quelque chose de spécial pour le weekend?' a winking customs guard had asked me once – Are you carrying a little something special for the weekend? The implication seemed to be that, if I wasn't, he might be able to set me up with a score.


  The Moroccan customs officials and Gendarmerie Royale could be paid off almost as a matter of course but, even so, it was only small-time contrabandistas who bothered with the ferry. Bigger consignments were delivered on fishing boats, yachts or specially outfitted speedboats financed often by international cartels. The Straits of Gibraltar had become Hashish Boulevard. One thing led to another until the port of Algeciras, just across the bay, became the main entry point for cocaine from Latin America.


  In April 2018, Spanish police confiscated almost 9 tonnes of cocaine in a single operation. With an estimated street value of more than €450 million, that is to say close to US$500 million, it was nothing to sneeze at. The cartels fought back, however. At one point the La Línea clans were so powerful that they were able to mount an assault with 20 gunmen on a hospital to liberate a drug boss who was under police custody there. 


  La Línea was sometimes called 'Little Medellin'. During one particularly dangerous period an estimated 30 gangs were said to be operating in the town. If the temptation to work for the narcos was often irresistible, then the risk of refusing was almost unimaginable. As one local informant told a reporter from The Guardian newspaper: 'The guy with a scooter and a mobile phone who keeps an eye out for the Guardia Civil will get €1,000 a day… and the guys who drive the drug-boats can make up to €60,000 a trip.' 


  Unemployment is still rife in La Línea and the authorities worried that the tightening of border restrictions with Gibraltar was likely to add to the problems. The dusty streets, lined with cracked-plaster townhouses and flats with broken windows, were more reminiscent of the suburbs of northern England than of southern Spain. I hurried onwards. Scuttling away from the shadow of The Rock towards the sunlit hills of Andalucía.





* * *




Tobacco, perfumes, fake watches, hashish, cocaine. There can be few things that have not been smuggled across the Gibraltar–Spain border at one time or another. 


  I am able to claim a certain level of notoriety, however, for being almost certainly the only person who ever smuggled his own head across the international border.


  The recollection came back to me halfway along La Línea's esplanade. As I passed a row of wrought-iron lamp posts I tried to recognize one with which I had briefly become intimately familiar. Some friends and I had camped on the beach here, long before the concrete esplanade had even been dreamed of. I would cross the border every evening for my shift at The Horseshoe pub. We'd often sit beside our old decommissioned British Telecom van watching hordes of rats scavenging along the rocky shoreline. 


  Sometimes I would wake before sunrise to jog along the waterfront. One morning I was still getting into my rhythm – staring at the cracked pavement in front of my running shoes – when, for no reason at all, Thor's hammer smashed me in the forehead. I'd run full-tilt straight into a lamp post. Presumably my arm must have collided at the same moment because my old Seiko exploded off my wrist. I heard what sounded very much like the midnight chime of a church bell as I crumpled to the ground. I was dazed but, even in that instant, I giggled at my own stupidity as I scrabbled for pieces of my now worthless watch.


  The humour in the situation promptly evaporated when I felt the blood running from my forehead. I staggered back to the rat-infested beach, hoping that I wouldn't lose consciousness. The only thing that kept me on my feet was a marked reluctance to provide a meal for the resident rodents. 


  This was before the days of the European Union and hospitalization in Spain might end up being prohibitively expensive. If, however, I could successfully smuggle my own head into British territory we knew that I'd be able to get free medical attention. The border guards barely gave me a second glance as I staggered, with a bandage wrapped tight around my head and a cap pulled down low over my bleary eyes, into the British enclave and up the hill to the hospital.


  As it turned out, hospitalization was unnecessary. In fact, my visit to the Gibraltar sawbones was surprisingly brief; I was out in less than an hour because the eight stitches were administered without anaesthetic, apparently minimizing the risk of shock related to a head-wound. 


  The treatment, resulting in a Harry Potter-style scar running like an exclamation mark into my hairline, was free of charge since I refrained from admitting that my injury was a souvenir of the Spanish side of the border. 





* * *





It was around nine in the morning when I turned away from the coast, making a beeline for the hills above La Línea. Some of the taverns along Calle Real were opening for breakfast business. I passed 'Venta La Guita' (slang for 'money') and 'La Bodeguita de Henry' (carrying a hint of Gibraltarian Spanglish). I resisted the temptation to stop for a second coffee at 'Bar Tres Hermanos' (Three Brothers) where a couple of old men – two of the brothers perhaps – were grumbling over their morning papers. 

  '¿Has visto esto?' said one, smacking a headline with the back of his hand – Have you seen this?


  '¡Me cago en la leche!' the other grunted, reading over his shoulder – I shit in the milk!


  I wished I could have stopped to find out what exasperated them, but I had several kilometres of dual carriageway to traverse before the town of San Roque. As I scrambled along the litter-strewn rainwater gully I could only hope that this sort of terrain would not be a regular occurrence along my route. 


  An hour later I'd left the streams of traffic on the Autovía del Mediterráneo behind and was walking with delight into the first of many Andalucían pueblos blancos (white villages). A sign declared this to be the 'Muy Noble y Muy Leal Ciudad de San Roque' (the very noble and very loyal city of San Roque). More village than city, San Roque was officially founded in 1704 by Spanish exiles from Gibraltar but its history goes back to Moorish and Roman times. 


  Appropriately enough, my first major landmark after leaving Gibraltar was a place that was named for the patron of pilgrims. San Roque is an unusually busy saint because he's also patron saint of those afflicted by plagues and pestilence and, more bizarrely, also the patron saint of dogs. Legend has it that he survived the plague with the help of a dog which licked his sores and brought him bread. Less fortunately San Roque was later imprisoned as a spy by his own uncle. I'd be confronted by San Roque's image frequently on churches and monuments over the coming weeks. It was impossible to mistake the stalwart figure in the windblown cloak and floppy pilgrim's hat, with his trusty dog. He's often depicted raising the hem of the cloak coquettishly to reveal a particularly manly thigh (albeit scarred with a plague bubo). It might have been a frivolous and unchristian thought, but I hoped that my own thighs might also look a little more muscular by the end of my trek. 


  After the urban sprawl and intimidating highways of La Línea de la Concepción, sleepy San Roque embraced me with its whitewashed houses and cobbled alleys. 


  I stopped for breakfast at Bar Torres, on the southern edge of Plaza de Andalucía. It was so busy that I wondered if there was a fiesta in the village, but I found a stool by the bar and propped my pack against the wall. 


  '¿Que hay pa' comer?' I asked the young woman behind the bar – What is there to eat?


  '¿Eres inglés, verdad?' the barmaid asked over the roaring gush of the milk-frothing machine. I tried not to feel offended that she'd guessed my origins accurately despite the fact that I'd spoken precisely four words in my best Andalucían accent. Okay, so my Spanish fell somewhat short of flawless, but after having spent 16 years based in Madrid and Pamplona I'd have appreciated being mistaken for a native speaker at least once in a while.


  Pleading guilty as accused, I ordered coffee, orange juice and a toasted baguette with cured ham.


  '¿A 'onde va'?' she asked as she passed my tostada over the counter – Where are you going? 


  'Voy andando a Galicia' – I'm walking to Galicia – I answered in an undertone. Even now that I was finally underway, I still found the question vaguely embarrassing. To answer honestly seemed ridiculously presumptuous. Boastful even. Down here, in the far south, the remote north-western region of Galicia was an impossibly distant target to aim for. I'd have to cross the sierras that separated us from the plains around Seville. Next would come the expanses of Andalucía. Only after that would I cross into the sweeping desolation of Extremadura whose mere name – implying 'extremes' – struck me as almost overwhelmingly forbidding. Then would come the province of Castilla y León and the most challenging mountain range of all as I crossed the high passes of Galicia before descending again to the verdant coastal plains of 'Green Spain'.


  'It's a mistake to disclose that you're passionate about going anywhere,' Paul Theroux once wrote, 'because everyone will give you ten reasons for not going. They want you to stay home and eat meatloaf and play with the computer. Which is what they're doing…' 


  Fortunately the barmaid was suddenly busy with another rush of orders and there was no need to elaborate upon my route.


  Later when I was asked where I was heading, I was sometimes tempted by humility to claim that I was bound for somewhere closer. I couldn't shake a suspicion, however, that to claim a less distant goal might somehow be jinxing myself. 


  From San Roque my planned route for that day would head cross-country towards the hill town of Jimena de la Frontera. I hoped that I could cover those 30 kilometres in 6 hours or so. I wasn't sure what provisions I could find along the way, so I stopped at a supermarket on the edge of San Roque and bought a packet of jamón serrano, half a dozen peaches and enough mineral water to fill my two canteens. 


  I was about to learn a valuable lesson; within 10 minutes I was at the edge of San Roque where an old stone fountain jetted crystal-clear water in three spouts from a natural spring. A sign by the road advised me that Fuente de María España had been supplying fresh drinking-water to the local populace since the eighteenth century. In the old days the water had been carried in panniers on the backs of donkeys, or in pitchers on the heads of housewives and this morning a young woman was filling up gallon containers in the back of her car.


  'El agua es muy dulce y super-saludable,' she told me – This water is sweet and super-healthy. 'There's no better water in all of Spain.'


  The fact that people would take the trouble to drive here to collect drinking water convinced me to sacrifice all my purchased water in favour of the waters of this natural spring. I'd been worried about all the plastics my trek would create, figuring that I might leave as many as 200 empty bottles in my wake. The water-filter I carried would cut this to an absolute minimum, but María España fountain served as a timely reminder to ask around about the location of springs and fountains. 





* * *




My last glimpse of Gibraltar was from the ridge above San Roque as I hiked upwards along a lane that was edged with waves of multicoloured blossoms. Entire hillsides were covered with camomile and the scarlet banks of poppies, interspersed sometimes with eye-catching stands of purple Mediterranean poppies. There were blushing hollyhocks and snapdragons, coyly swooning in the growing midday heat, and as I walked onwards I bent to drag my hand through clouds of sky-blue agapanthus.


  I turned to look back and, with a sense of gratitude, saw that Gibraltar was already falling far behind me, diminishing in size, like a feature in a model landscape. 


  It was still early summer and recently arrived swallows swooped and dived overhead, scything across a cloudless sky. I remembered hearing that, across the Straits in Morocco, people traditionally believed that these tiny birds travelled as passengers, riding snuggled among the bony ribs of migrating storks: after all, they always seemed to arrive at the same time as the storks… and the diminutive swallows were clearly too small to make the long journey from Europe under their own steam.


  Now I too was undertaking my own migration. Like the swallows I had no obligation beyond continuing my forward motion, eating and sleeping when opportunity allowed. But breaking free and making the decision to get moving gets harder as you get older. Like a padlock that has accumulated rust it takes more effort to turn the key, to release the latch and step out. I'd been nominally homeless at times, once for a stretch of several years, but even then I'd really only been playing at it. I'd lived in hotels, hostels, flophouses and guesthouses (in Asia, Africa and Latin America), paying the bills through a perpetual series of magazine and newspaper assignments. Now I was 54 years old, and it had been well over two decades since I'd last slept rough in Spain. 


  I ought to have been old enough to know better and yet here I was, embarking on what would surely be the most strenuous trek of my life. During the last 25 years working as a travel journalist, I'd led several tough expeditions. They'd involved certain risks and challenges but there had been nothing quite as physically daunting as what I was now setting out to do. I'd travelled often on luxury assignments for magazines and, while I'd enjoyed the pampered lifestyle, it had always been adventurous trips to remote wildernesses that gave me the greatest thrill. I knew that this challenge might well have been beyond even the younger, tougher me. I was sure that there would be many times when I would want to give up. Throughout the trek I would carry in my back pocket a handwritten note from my wife at home in South Africa. 'I'm so proud of you', she wrote, 'for dreaming up this journey and for having the courage to commit to it.'


  Aside from that, Narina put no pressure on me whatsoever. Nevertheless, I convinced myself that my failure would disappoint her. 


  'Giving up is not an option!' was the name of a document on my phone that I could refer to at my moments of greatest self-doubt. It was basically a list of the people who believed in me. I'd made a note of passing comments from my daughter Lucía: 'You'll manage, Papá,' she'd said with blind confidence as we'd strolled by the river near her home in Pamplona. 'I don't think you'll slack.'


  Other members of my family also featured in the list of well-wishers. Going public on social media with my plan had been another deliberate way of burning my bridges and making it harder to back down. When I hit the low points that I knew would come I wanted to ensure that it would be even harder to give up than to continue.


  The material support offered by my sponsors Polartec and Jack Wolfskin had been greatly appreciated but, equally important, their investment would serve as a powerful incentive to me that I had to 'get the job done'. 


  The document on my phone also included random comments that people had made when they heard what I was embarking on: 'Well, Laurie Lee did it,' someone had pointed out, 'and he did it against the background of a civil war.' 


  I knew that the comment was not historically accurate, but the implication was that it shouldn't really be all that hard. Lee had finished his walk in 1936 just as the Spanish Civil War erupted and I was aware that the trek had taken its toll, both physically and mentally, on the 19-year-old writer.


  This was evident even in his first impression of the long trek that would eventually take him from Galicia to the Mediterranean coast of Andalucía. 'That first day alone,' he'd written, 'steadily declined in excitement and vigour.' 


  I'd half anticipated a similar feeling as I set out on my own midsummer walk in the opposite direction but, inexplicably, a feeling of carefree jauntiness increased with each step I took into the hills. Here I was under an African sun among the pueblos blancos of Andalucía. I couldn't imagine anywhere I'd rather be.


  'I noticed a strange feeling coming over me,' the American hobo known as Ralph 'Hood River Blackie' Gooding recalled in 1940 at the start of his 25-year journey across the United States, 'a kind of pleasant swelling sensation in my chest that I now know was freedom.' Christened Ralph Gooding, he ran away from home at the age of 14 to become famous as Hood River Blackie. He was a sort of hobo-historian who planned to write a multi volume history of the hobos' underground subculture, complete with 611 biographies of men who spent their lives on the rails. Unfortunately it was never written but by the time Blackie died at the age of 57 he'd left notes, articles and recordings detailing life on the road. His notes sometimes read like a guidebook for hobos, complete with warnings about particularly risky hobo-jungles (spots where the homeless could sleep rough) and the towns with overly aggressive 'bulls', as the guards who worked the rails were known.


  I shared Hood River Blackie's thrill at this early sense of freedom – at this very moment, I could feel that same pleasant swelling sensation in my own chest – and it was clear that technology had made hobo-ing easier; I had no need of a guidebook because I'd been able to scout the trails north of San Roque on Google Earth. It appeared that I only needed to cross a small residential area of homesteads and allotments before I could turn off the tarmac onto a country dirt track that headed unerringly northward across the sierras. This little residential settlement (inexplicably called Los Leones – The Lions) consisted of some grand houses set within protective walls. The angry barking of a series of dogs emanated from behind these barricades as I passed along the street, like an ocean roller clattering against a seawall.


  Before long I arrived at the edge of the dirt track and cheerfully set off into what I'd pictured as the wilderness section of my trek. I'd seen on the map how the trail passed a ranch house before snaking sinuously towards the Arroyo de la Madre Vieja (Valley of the Elderly Mother). 


  I'd sauntered only a hundred metres, however, when I came to a gate that was hung with a hand-painted sign: Ganado Bravo. 'Savage livestock' could mean only one thing in what was, after all, the heart of bullfighting country.


  I retreated to the tarmac in search of an alternative route. As luck would have it, a Mercedes SUV was just emerging from one of the fortified driveways. Before the electric gateway obscured my view, I made out the neon sheen of a lawn and the glint of a swimming pool. Mercifully there were no savage dogs so I trotted towards the car with my pack bouncing on my back. The elegant woman in the driving seat cracked her window down just a few centimetres – whether this was in distrust or just in reluctance to waste the precious air-conditioning, I couldn't tell.


  'Buenos días,' I smiled, 'I'm walking to Jimena de la Frontera but I've just learned that the path goes through a bull-ranch.' (I was doubly reticent to admit now that I was ultimately heading for Galicia since, for the time being, even Jimena might be out of reach.)


  'You want to go to Jimena de la Frontera?' she repeated. 'Well the last thing you want to do is to start from here!'





* * *





Rather than backtrack all the way down to the highway I found a shady spot and scanned Google Earth for alternatives. A narrow trail ran along the edge of a field bordering a patchwork of allotments, but it came to an abrupt stop at the edge of a canyon. It was possible that it was blocked by a cliff but, lacking any other alternative, I decided to investigate.


  I was lucky and managed to scramble down through thick bush to a stream. By jumping across sandbanks I reached the far side without even removing my boots and was soon heading up through a forest of conifers towards the other side of the valley.


  It was the first of several setbacks during that first day's trek. The problem was that most of the land here was fenced for livestock – savage or otherwise. For the next 2 hours, as I walked along the boundary of a huge orange and avocado plantation, I saw nobody from whom I could ask directions. Then, on the edge of an immense electricity substation my path was blocked again. The map was marked with a trail and yet I now saw that a sagging fence had been drawn across and secured with barbed wire. A sign read Coto Privado de Caza (Private Hunting Reserve). I tried to subdue a feeling of panic at the thought that the entire trek might consist of constant backtracking.


  With the temperature rising to 35°C I decided that it would be wise to string my hammock up and rest in the shade during the midday heat. I strapped the portable solar charger onto the top of my pack and left it charging in the sun. Then I relaxed, dipping into an e-book on the phone that would serve as library as well as navigation device (loaded with maps for offline access too), notebook, dicta-phone, camera and all-round mobile office.


  I was reading A Tramp Abroad, an account of Mark Twain's 'trek' across Europe. Despite having been published over 140 years ago it was surprisingly light-hearted and timeless. From the outset Twain had absolutely zero intention of trekking, and endearingly – for a man who'd been a Mississippi riverboat pilot and a silver miner, among other things – he made a joke of his lack of intrepidity. In the typically crisp, ironic tone of his usual travelogues he wrote about two German women he met who walked 45 kilometres a day through the Black Forest. The fact that those women covered such distances in hobnail boots and carrying what Twain described as 'blanket-bags' qualified them for headline billing on my 'Giving up is not an option' motivational list.


  I must have dozed off because I was woken about an hour later by the sound of a vehicle rattling up the track. It was a work-van from the electrical substation, so I scrambled out of my hammock and jogged over to ask about the blocked trail. 


  'Nobody will shoot you,' the driver said as if reassuring a child. Apparently, I was free to ignore the sign and continue onwards across the hunting area. He must have noticed my dubious expression: 'Mountain-bikers go that way all the time. Anyway, it's not even hunting season.'


  So once I'd packed my hammock away, I took his advice and unlatched the fence. I was happy to see that, along with the tracks of deer and wild boar, there was indeed evidence of cycle-tyres running through the sandy soil. For an hour and a half I followed the tracks across the vast hunting area until they finally converged on the bank of a canal. The water was flowing fast and most of the bank was dangerously steep but eventually I
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