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INTRODUCTION

¡Hola!

Welcome to another slow road adventure.

The idea with this book, and the Take the Slow Road series of books, is simple. Take your time. Explore. Have fun.

In the following pages, I will invite you to slow down and immerse yourself in the great driving, great places and great experiences you can find in Spain and Portugal. The information I have put together will help you plan and enjoy an exciting road trip where you get to take your time, explore slowly and gently, and properly get to know the Iberian Peninsula. There’s far more to it than just the Costa del Sol or the Algarve!

Like the other titles in the Take the Slow Road series, this book is about making journeys by camper van and motorhome. Those that I have listed in this book have been put together for this project and are based on research, instinct, maps and lots of time exploring on the internet. Some follow existing routes, such as the N2 in Portugal. Many of the roads thread their way through gorges, over mountain passes and into the national parks. Others take the scenic route between Spain and Portugal’s great cities and places of interest. Lots of them meander along the coast.

They all have several things in common: great roads, interesting scenery and stunning places to go and visit – because Spain and Portugal have those by the bucketload. From the Alhambra to Dalí’s house in Portlligat, Madrid’s art museums to the pintxos bars of the old quarter in San Sebastián, and the beaches of Galicia to the cliffs and caves of the Algarve, there is always something to give you a glimpse of the real Spain and Portugal.

I don’t expect you to follow the routes to the letter – although you can, of course – but rather use them as a starting point to write your own love story in Spain and Portugal. This book may not cover every inch of Iberia, but it will take you through a lot of its best bits as well as some of its quieter places. The coast of Asturias, for example, is stunningly beautiful. I could easily have spent months exploring its beaches. Inland lies a vast area of wilderness where relatively few visitors go and where Cantabrian bears roam free. This book will take you there, too. It will also take you to Benidorm and the Algarve, if you’d rather follow the well-worn path.

Of all the places I have travelled in my camper van, Spain and Portugal are my absolute favourites. I can safely say I have been at my happiest while travelling the backroads of the Iberian Peninsula while researching this book. The pace of life is relaxed, the roads are often empty, the places are beautiful and, on the whole, camper vans and motorhomes are welcomed with good campsites, a growing network of public and private stopovers and emptying points, and a relaxed attitude to free camping.

There’s no need to rush. Taking the slow road is all about travelling at a pace that enables you to immerse yourself in the place, its people and customs. So, get off the autovía and meander a little. Take the old road, stop at a cafe, order a café con leche and meet the locals. It’ll pay dividends.


My first experiences of Spain and Portugal were – like many Brits – on package holidays with my parents in the 1970s. They left an impression on me that I found hard to shift. However, some 20 years later, when I went to Málaga and Ronda to make a film, I discovered just how narrow-minded I had been. Oh Ronda! What an incredible, friendly, wonderful city.

Since then, I have been back a number of times, always by camper van and always to explore a little more of the places I have come to love: the Picos de Europa, Galicia, Asturias and the Basque coast. Portugal always seemed a little too far for the old cars and vans I took to Europe in my 20s, so getting there, finally, for this project, was a dream come true. Now that I have had the time to travel extensively through both countries, I am so very glad that I have. It’s been an absolute blast and I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. I hope that you will love it as much as I have.

¡Buen camino!
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SA-201 outside La Alberca, Sierra de Francia



Be a conscious tourist (please)

As time goes on, it is becoming more and more obvious that we need to tread more lightly in all aspects of our lives. That includes our travels by camper van and motorhome. While motorhomes might produce fewer greenhouse gases than aeroplanes, they still produce emissions that are contributing to climate collapse.

With that in mind, I believe we can all do better, me included. We can become the type of ‘conscious tourist’ Spain and Portugal want by making a few urgent changes to the way we travel: we can contribute to the local economy, stay a little longer in one place, take care of the places we stay, walk or cycle more, shop local, pick up litter and contribute, where possible, to environmental projects.

[image: ]


During the research for this book, I met a captive wild Cantabrian bear on the Senda del Oso. The project that supports that bear is the Asturian Bear Foundation, a non-profit that aims to help support the continued recovery of the Cantabrian bear in northern Spain.

I donated the equivalent of my share of the first 200 sales of this book to the project. [image: ] www.osodeasturias.es


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Using this book is easy. The opening sections will help you with a little pre-trip planning, giving you an idea of what you might need to take, some things to organise in advance and a few bits of useful information. A lot of this has been learned the hard way so you don’t have to find out for yourself!
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Praia do Tonel, Sagres, Portugal



After that, you’ll see there are a number of routes. These routes are my suggestions of great roads to explore. I have researched, driven and explored these myself so the information contained within them is genuine. I rarely recommend anything I do not have first-hand experience of.

Each route has a different flavour and reason for doing it that I have chosen to make my theme for the time I was there. This could be obvious, like tasting sherry in the Sherry Triangle in Andalusia or it could be a little more offbeat, like searching for the best place to snorkel in the Algarve (and getting distracted by a cave).

Some of the journeys are inland, some in the mountains. Some follow rivers, while others follow the coast. Some will take you to ancient sites, moments in history or even, in the case of Seville, Madrid and San Sebastián, right into the heart of the city. Some routes may be good for cycling, surfing, swimming, snowboarding or sightseeing. All are good for seeing Spain and Portugal!

Please don’t think that I have driven every road in Spain or Portugal for this book. I have not. My routes are based on research and the quality of the driving I hoped to discover. Failing that, they are designed to take you to places of note in the most interesting way I can find. There are still thousands upon thousands of miles of roads that you can head off and explore for yourself. My routes are only a starting point.
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Albarracín near Cuenca



Each route is separated into two sections. The first is my account of what happened when I was there. This will give you a taste of what you might expect and is meant to add colour to the route. While unique to my travels, I hope that these snippets of my travel experiences will inspire you to write your own story. These encounters are rarely planned unless I have needed to book an excursion or guide so they will give you an idea of what it’s like to travel on that route in Spain or Portugal.
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The second part of each route is the practical stuff, the A to B. It’s written to help you follow the route and to explain what kind of driving to expect along the way. By all means use it as a starting point if you want to meander and follow your nose or heart. There are no rules. I have been as detailed as I can be in these sections, but you will still need a good map to navigate your way around. The Park4Night navigation feature can also be a godsend at times – especially when navigating to overnights or car parks. It was for me.


How Park4Night can save your world

I have travelled extensively with maps, books and now apps. Having once ridiculed the use of satnavs and apps to get around I will now admit to a complete U-turn, especially where apps are concerned. While the listings and comments on Park4Night are really useful to give you a feel for what a place will be like (although some reviews can be a bit ridiculous), the ‘navigate’ feature is by far the most useful. Why? Because it will save you having to try to navigate to places that are hard to get to or in the middle of cities.

I might be late to the party on this, but having Google help to guide you through a confusing one-way system to an aire, late at night and when you are tired, hungry and just want to get parked, is a revelation. It takes all the hard work out of it and brings back the joy because there is someone else to blame if it all goes wrong. Your navigator will be able to look out of the window and enjoy not having to get you there or suffer your frustration if you can’t.

You can use the feature on your phone or integrated into your on-board system, if you are fancy like that. Either way, it will help enormously. Mobile signal in Spain and Portugal is, on the whole, excellent.



The map pages, of course, will help you to find your way, but only up to a point. Please don’t leave home hoping that they will suffice. I suggest using the Michelin 1/200,000 Motoring and Touring Atlas at the very least as my maps are pretty but might not be much use on the ground!

At the end of each route, I list a few places to stay and things to do in the area. These are based on my experience and are not the only things to do or see, by a long way, so please don’t think that they are the be-all and end-all. I have not been to every tourist attraction or campsite.

See you on the road.
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WHY SPAIN AND PORTUGAL FOR A SLOW ROAD ADVENTURE?
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The Take the Slow Road series has now covered Scotland, England and Wales, Ireland and France.

When considering the next location, it wasn’t hard to see that the Iberian Peninsula would be perfect. In fact, I could hardly wait to get started (once Covid restrictions allowed me to). Having travelled to northern Spain in a camper van a number of times between 2000 and 2016 I knew a little of what to expect. What I discovered along the way was even better.

Spain and Portugal are amazing countries to travel around in a camper van or motorhome. In fact, for many of us, they are just perfect, offering a heady mix of historical sites, great food, modern cities, interesting architecture, vibrant art and culture, vast areas of wilderness, incredible countryside and fabulous coastlines, with a good camping infrastructure to back it up and a generally relaxed attitude towards van travellers.

The way of life – laid-back and social – has made me think that the Spanish have got it right. Family and friends are important and life revolves around those, not work. The evening paseo – when everybody walks along an esplanade, beach or in the town – is a daily social event that keeps people healthy and happy. You’ll really notice it when you go to the beach in high summer. Every town has some kind of social space – whether a plaza mayor or beachfront – where the community can meet and where events take place. People, as far as we can see, seem to value their community over anything else. That’s to be admired, I think.

Spain has an incredible road network, too, which has been greatly improved over the last few decades thanks to the EU, with autovías, tunnels and huge viaducts spanning mountain ranges, stretching across huge river valleys and joining up the conurbations. In many places, where local roads have been superseded by the need for speed, the local roads still exist, meaning it’s possible to explore quiet, almost forgotten roads that are only used for local traffic these days.

Spain is one of Europe’s most mountainous countries, with an average height above sea level of around 600m (1,969ft). What this means for us is that there are a lot of curvy roads to drive and plenty of jaw-dropping vistas to gawp at. These roads will lead you to high passes and isolated villages if you want them to. They will also take you to beaches, capes and lighthouses, into areas of wilderness and to pockets of the country where it seems nothing much has changed for decades.

Spain also welcomes motorhome and camper van drivers in their thousands each year from all over Europe. During our travels, we encountered a few Bits but not many. I hope this won’t last too long as Spain and Portugal are amazing countries to travel in. They are, simply, incredible.

After Brexit

EU citizens can stay on the Iberian Peninsula as long as they like and there are no border checks between Spain and Portugal or Spain and France. The winter is mild and summer hot, with cooler temperatures in the mountains and to the north.

I don’t know why we don’t all just move there. Sorry, I forgot, we can’t.

As a British passport holder, you are allowed 90 days in the Schengen area, on a rolling basis, without having to get a visa. Your passport will be stamped as you enter the EU. Once you have used up your 90 days’ allocation you must spend 90 out of the area before you can return. Overstaying can lead to big fines, deportation and possibly a travel ban.
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This is because we are a Third Country to Europe since leaving the EU. This happened because, in my view, a cabal of liars and cheats decided Brexit would enable them to make the UK a deregulated, disaster capitalist paradise for bankers and billionaires and keep the population here to do their menial jobs for McJob wages. I have to say, I detest this, and it makes me so sad that our children will not be able to work and live in Europe as we did before Brexit. Frankly, it’s deplorable. A great heist.
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To calculate your allowable days in Europe, use the Visa Calculator: www.schengenvisainfo.com/visa-calculator

Language in Spain and Portugal

Spain and Portugal each have their own language, although they have similarities. However, Portuguese has a very different sound to Spanish, with greatly different – and difficult – pronunciation. This may be the reason why lots of Portuguese, especially in the tourist areas, speak English.

In Spain, a few people speak English, but this doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t at least try to speak Spanish. It is polite to have a go. And even if you make a hash of it (trust me, I have) people will appreciate that you have made an effort. The days of being a lazy English tourist are over. Besides, away from the major tourism areas (basically everywhere except the holiday enclaves of the Med), most people don’t speak anything other than Spanish, or maybe even their regional language, such as Basque or Catalan, so to get by you will need at least a smattering.

Spanish is fun to learn and relatively easy to grasp so you can make yourself understood. I had a few hours of Spanish lessons before starting this book and it made all the difference.


YOUR ESSENTIAL CAMPING KIT LIST

Travelling with your own vehicle

Obviously, you’ll need some kit. Bar the obvious like phone chargers, cables, Wi-Fi dongles, games and music, there are some essentials you have to take care of.

No doubt you’ve got your own list, but in case you haven’t, here’s mine.

Useful info

PORTUGAL TOLL ROAD PAYMENT: If you take a foreign-registered car into Portugal you will need to register a payment method to your number plate to pay tolls automatically: www.portugaltolls.com

LOW EMISSION ZONES: Spain is committed to creating hundreds of new low emission zones by 2023. At the time of writing, in 2022, only one was in permanent operation, in Barcelona, with others used on an emergency basis during pollution events. Information about LEZs, and who can and can’t enter, plus how to get permission, is available at: www.urbanaccessregulations.eu
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Camping de Comillas



EMOVIS TAG: This will give you hassle-free motorway toll passage: www.emovis-tag.co.uk

ACSI CAMPING CARD: This card gives you a discount at hundreds of campsites in Spain and Portugal out of season: www.campingcard.co.uk

Sort out your LPG connectors

If your motorhome or camper van has an onboard LPG tank or you use refillable bottles, then you’ll need to fill up at some point. In Spain and Portugal, LPG is known as GLP or Autogas. UK motorhomes generally use a UK bayonet type, which means you’ll need an adaptor – either the DISH type or the Euroconnector – which you can get at www.lpgshop.co.uk if you are buying from the UK.

If you are unsure, check the information at www.mylpg.eu


Ensure your gas supply

UK propane gas bottles cannot be exchanged in Spain or Portugal, which means you will need to purchase a local gas bottle (and the appropriate adaptors for your motorhome’s system) before you can swap an empty one for a full one. This can be expensive. Since Spanish residents use butane for cooking, and have to have an address to buy cylinders, you may also have to register yourself to buy one. Some forums suggest using a campsite address if you need to do this.

Campingaz is available in Europe and bottles can be swapped in the same way as in the UK at hardware stores (called ferreterías in Spanish and Portuguese).

Run a Gaslow system

The simple solution for many motorhomers seems to be changing gas over to a refillable system such as Gaslow. Having a refillable system means you can fill up at any time, at any service station that sells LPG. Motorhome dealers in the UK can do the necessary to change over from propane bottles for you, although it is possible to buy adaptor kits.

App to find LPG stations

All LPG stations in Spain and Portugal (or most of them) are marked on an interactive map from www.mylpg.eu. They also have an app, which is mighty useful if you need to cook your tea and need gas in a hurry.
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Hoses and universal adaptors

Most Spanish and Portuguese water filling points (taps) have a screw fitting on them, which will fit to either a big or small Hozelock adaptor. So, it is essential to carry these if you use a hose to fill your tanks. In addition, it’s very useful to carry a length of flexible hose and a universal tap adaptor in case of emergency, plus any specialist adaptors for your type of tank.

If you have a Porta Potti or onboard toilet, a short length of hose – to be kept separately from the freshwater hose – can help you to clean it out.

[image: ]1 x 10m (33ft) of flexible freshwater fill-up hose

[image: ]1 x set of universal tap-to-hose adaptors

[image: ]1 x 1m (3.3ft) length of hose for slopping out toilets

Levelling blocks and spirit level

No doubt you already know that you can’t sleep on a slope. So don’t forget your levelling blocks (and chocks). It’s a bit of an art getting vans level on some wonky surfaces, but it’s worth the effort. If you forget your spirit level, a glass of water on the table will give you a good idea.

[image: ]1 x set of Level Up levelling blocks (and chocks)

[image: ]1 x spirit level

Electric cables and extensions

If you have electric hook-up then you’ll need a C Form or 16 amp cable to go with it, plus a two-pin adaptor (lots of campsites use 16 amp but it’s better be safe than sorry). About 25m (82ft) is usually enough to reach any pitch. It may also be a good idea to carry a 13 amp adaptor plug, as well as a 13 amp socket if your campsite doesn’t have a 16 amp socket (but it should!).
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[image: ]1 x Euro two-pin to 16 amp adaptor

[image: ]1 x 25m (82ft) 16 amp cable

[image: ]1 x 16 amp to three-pin adaptor

Maps, maps, maps

I always carry a map for route planning, as well as large-scale maps of the specific areas I am visiting – so I can get into the heart of the landscape.

You can buy a whole set of 1/150,000-scale Michelin Local maps or you can buy the 1/200,000-scale Michelin Tourist and Motoring Atlas for a fraction of the price. It is this map that I use in the routes.

Apps and books

These days, you don’t really need to carry books with you because everything can be found on an app, especially overnights.

Park4Night is universally used and is massively useful, especially as it will allow you to navigate to any destination.

However, books still have a place in my van and I still carry all the traditional guides to help with navigation and for finding surf or swim spots.
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[image: ]All the Aires, plus map

[image: ]Campsite guides All of these are available from www.vicarious-shop.com

Specialist guides are also really useful, particularly if you have a specialist interest:

[image: ]Alan Rogers guides: www.alanrogers.com

[image: ]Wild Swimming guides: www.wildswimming.co.uk

[image: ]Low Pressure Stormrider Surf Guides: www.lowpressure.co.uk

Weather-appropriate kit

Do you need me to tell you this? It can get very hot in Spain and Portugal! It can also get very cold. And sometimes wet. Take rain gear, sunglasses, sun cream, hats etc, depending on the season in which you’ll be visiting.

BBQs

Spain is hot and dry for much of the year. This means it could be extremely foolish to light fires and BBQs wherever you like. Many campsites will have designated BBQ places where you can light up, but lots of campsite simply ban it. If you want to light a fire, check with local rules and regulations, keep a bucket of water handy and don’t take any risks.

If you want to BBQ, I recommend using a Cadac or similar.

Sites like www.pitchup.com will allow you to search for sites where fires are allowed.

Never use disposable BBQs. They are dangerous, give off huge amounts of carbon monoxide and are massively wasteful.
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Toilet kit

If you have a loo, avoid blue chemicals as they are harmful. Use green stuff without formaldehyde.

[image: ]Green toilet liquid for the loo

[image: ]Trowel if you don’t have a loo

[image: ]Cheap toilet paper (it tends to break down easier)

Often, you’ll find toilet paper, wet wipes and other stuff littering beauty spots. Don’t make it worse.

Do not urinate within 30m (98ft) of any open water, rivers or streams. If you do have to defecate, do it as far as possible from rivers, streams, buildings and animals. Dig a hole and bury it. Carry a trowel or folding spade.

Carry a universal sink plug as some sites may not have plugs.

Recycling

Most towns in Spain will have recycling bins at the side of the road. Look for yellow wheelie bins for plastic and tins, blue for paper and card, and standard green bottle banks for bottles.

Green living kit

You can easily reduce the waste you produce by taking a few essential bits of green living kit. Given what we now know about plastic waste and the destruction of the environment, it’s the least we can do. Plus, it’ll save you looking for bins.

[image: ]Green loo chemicals

[image: ]Reusable coffee cups: These may get you a discount as well as saving on plastic litter.

[image: ]Refillable bottle: don’t squander cash on soft drinks and make waste when tap water is great. And free.

[image: ]Reusable shopping bags: Save waste by taking your own.

[image: ]Reusable veg bags: These save waste – when you buy loose veg – and are easy to store in the fridge. Spanish supermarkets often require you to weigh veg yourself, which means you have to use a bag. While the bags they provide are often not plastic, it pays to take your own mesh bags.

[image: ]Shampoo bars: These make no waste and can be kept in tins for ease of use and less mess. They last for ages and are
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