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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe


Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.

I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.
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This book offers a balanced mix of Spain’s lively cities and cozy towns, from trendy Barcelona and upbeat Madrid to Andalucía’s romantic hill towns. It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of beach resorts, I recommend only my favorite (Nerja). And it’s in-depth: My self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into the country’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.

I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.

We visit Spain to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.

Judging by readers’ positive feedback, I believe this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.

¡Buen viaje! Happy travels!
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Planning Your Trip

DESIGNING AN ITINERARY

Map: Whirlwind Three-Week Trip of Spain

BEFORE YOU GO

Travel Smart

For the traveler, Spain means many things: massive cathedrals, world-class art, bullfights, Muslim palaces, whitewashed villages, delicious paella, sunny beaches, and lively nightlife. You’ll find all of this, but the country’s charm really lies in its people and their colorful lifestyle. From the stirring communal sardana dance in Barcelona to the sizzling rat-a-tat-tat of flamenco in Sevilla, this country creates its own beat amid the heat.

Spain’s spread-out geography makes it seem more like a collection of distinct regions than a centralized nation. In the central plain sits the lively urban island of Madrid. Just south is holy Toledo, a medieval showpiece and melting-pot city with Christian, Muslim, and Jewish roots. Farther south is Andalucía, home to sleepy, whitewashed hill towns and four great cities: Granada (topped with a magnificent Moorish palace), Córdoba (with a massive medieval mosque), Sevilla (where Holy Week is celebrated as if God were watching), and Cádiz (with vibrant street life and fine beaches). Spain’s south coast offers a palm-tree jungle of beach resorts along the Costa del Sol, a taste of British fish-and-chips in Gibraltar, and a launch pad to Morocco from Tarifa.

To Spain’s far north are San Sebastián and the Basque Country, with sparkling beaches, cutting-edge architecture, and tasty pintxos (the local take on tapas). In nearby Pamplona, bulls and tourists run for their lives. Gregarious pilgrims hike across northern Spain on their long journey to the cathedral town of Santiago de Compostela. To the east, along the Mediterranean coast, Spain has an almost Italian vibe. Trendy Barcelona, where Antoni Gaudí’s architecture makes waves, keeps one eye cocked toward trends sailing in from the rest of Europe.
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Running with the bulls in Pamplona; Segovia’s towering aqueduct

Thanks to the Pyrenees Mountains, Spain is physically isolated from the rest of the Continent: It is in Europe, but not of Europe. For more than 700 years (711-1492), Spain’s dominant culture was Muslim, not Christian. And after a golden age in the 16th and 17th centuries (financed by New World gold), Spain retreated into three centuries of isolation.

This contributed to the creation of Spain’s distinctive customs—bullfights, flamenco dancing, elaborate Holy Week processions, and a national obsession with ham. Even as other countries opened up to one another in the 20th century, the fascist dictator Francisco Franco virtually sealed off Spain from the rest of Europe’s democracies. But since Franco’s death in 1975, Spaniards have swung almost to the opposite extreme, becoming wide open to new ideas, technologies, and visitors. Tourism is huge here. With 48 million inhabitants, Spain entertains about 90 million visitors annually.

Spanish is spoken everywhere. But Catalans (around Barcelona) also speak their own Romance language. The Galicians speak Galego. And in the far north the Basques keep alive the ancient tongue of Euskara. People think of themselves first and foremost as Basques, Catalans, Andalusians, Galicians, and so on...and only second as Spaniards. Each region hosts distinctive local festivals, from parading Virgin Mary statues through the streets to running in front of a pack of furious bulls.





Spain’s Cuisine Scene


Fresh off a plane and headed to my first stop in Spain, I popped into a rustic truck stop for lunch. My traveling spirit did a little leap and I thought, “Yes, España!” My passport had been stamped, but I didn’t really arrive until my teeth broke through the crisp crust of my fresh baguette…and hit jamón.

That ham, dry-cured and aged from happy, acorn-fed pigs, is an example of the rustic intensity of the Spanish culture. Cured ham hocks with pointed toes are found in every La Mancha bar. In Spain, jamón is more than a food; it’s a way of life. Spaniards thinly slice ham hocks with the same reverence that Americans bring to roast turkey on Thanksgiving. Spain’s dry central plain isn’t that good for grazing, but it’s perfect for raising black Iberian pigs.

To complement all that ham, 700 years of (porkless) Muslim rule left its mark on Spanish cuisine. The Moors, who were great horticulturists, introduced new herbs and spices. The Moorish legacy is well represented by paella, one of Spain’s best-known dishes, combining the traditional Middle Eastern flavor of saffron with rice and seafood, sausage, and chicken.
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Savor Spain’s many flavors, from cured ham and fresh seafood to hearty beans.

Every region of Spain has specialties worth savoring. In Catalunya, in the northeast, there’s fideuà, a flavor-infused noodle topped with seafood, and arròs negre, rice cooked in black squid ink. Along the North Atlantic coast, in Asturias, seafood is combined with hearty mountain grub, including giant white faba beans and the powerful Cabrales blue cheese.

Green, rainy Galicia in the northwest is known for octopus, chopped up and served dusted with paprika. The region’s pimientos de Padrón, a variety of green pepper, are tasty and tricky, offering a kind of tastebud roulette—about one in 10 is spicy hot. For a snack, try percebes, salty barnacles harvested from the rocky shore.

The cuisine of Andalucía, in the south, makes ample use of onions, tomatoes, and peppers. These combine deliciously in sofrito, an aromatic base for many dishes. The most famous Andalusian dish is gazpacho, the zesty chilled tomato and cucumber soup. Other specialties are pisto (a ratatouille-like vegetable stew) and salmorejo (blended and chilled tomato-garlic soup, garnished with ham and egg).

San Sebastián, in Basque country, is arguably the culinary capital of Spain. Its inviting tapas bars display a stunning array of help-yourself goodies (they’re called pintxos here). Top dishes include spider crab, tasty anchovies, and grilled octopus. Just grab what you like from the platters at the bar; when it’s time to settle up, the server will count the toothpicks on your plate.
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Spice it up with peppers, refreshing chilled soup, and tempting tapas.

Some visitors find the Spanish eating schedule frustrating. Lunch, the largest meal of the day, is eaten between about 14:00 and 16:00. Because most Spaniards work late, a light supper at 21:00 or 22:00 is typical. Generally, no self-respecting restaurant serves lunch and dinner at American hours. But to eat well any time, and within even the tightest budget, duck into a tapas bar and build a light meal out of tasty snacks.




For a country its size, Spain has produced an astonishing number of talented artists with distinctive styles, from El Greco’s mystical religiosity to the sober realism of Diego Velázquez. In the 20th century, Pablo Picasso shattered the two-dimensional picture plane, then pasted it back together to invent Cubism. Salvador Dalí created surreal juxtapositions, while Joan Miró picked up the Surrealist baton and ran with it. In music, Spain continues its long tradition of great guitarists—classical, flamenco, and Gipsy Kings-style “new flamenco.”

Even as the country plunges forward, some things stay the same. Daily lives focus on friends and family, as they always have. Many people (especially in rural areas) still follow the siesta schedule: Spaniards tend to have a small, quick breakfast, grab a late-morning sandwich to tide them over, then gather with friends and family for a big midday meal. From around 1:00 to 4:00 p.m., especially in the south, many businesses close as people go home to eat lunch, socialize, and maybe take a quick nap. The siesta is not so much a time to sleep as it is an opportunity for everyone to shut down their harried public lives.
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Enjoy Spain’s street life, from sidewalk cafés to the daily paseo.
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The resort town of Nerja overlooks the Mediterranean; sangria comes with a smile.

In the cool of the evening, Spain comes back to life. Whole families pour out of their apartments to stroll through the streets and greet their neighbors—a custom called the paseo. Even the biggest city feels like a rural village. People stop at bars for a drink and tapas or to watch a big soccer match on TV. Around 10:00 p.m. in the heat of summer, it’s finally time for a light dinner. Afterward, even families with young children might continue their paseo or attend a concert.

Spaniards are notorious night owls. Many clubs and restaurants don’t even open until after midnight. Dance clubs routinely stay open until the sun rises, and young people stumble out bleary-eyed and head for work. The antidote for late nights? The next day’s siesta.

Travelers love Spain. You can see some European countries by just passing through, but Spain is a destination. Learn its history and accept it on its terms. Cultivate (or at least fake) an appreciation for cured ham, dry sherry, and bull’s tail stew, and the Spaniards will love you for it. If you go, go all the way. Immerse yourself in Spain.




Spain’s Top Destinations


¡Bienvenido! There’s so much to see in Spain and so little time. This overview categorizes the country’s top destinations into must-see places (to help first-time travelers plan their trip) and worth-it places (for those with extra time or special interests). I’ve also suggested a minimum number of days to allow per destination.
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MUST-SEE DESTINATIONS


Spain’s four major cities—Barcelona, Madrid, Granada, and Sevilla—give you an excellent and diverse sampler of urban Spain. All are linked by train.



▲▲▲Barcelona (allow 2-3 days)


This trendy seaside city has an atmospheric old town, an elegant new town, strollable boulevards, and a Modernista skyline. Barcelona is the heart of Catalan culture, and hometown talents Gaudí, Picasso, and Miró all left their mark on this arty city. Barcelona’s inviting beaches are linked by a promenade and dotted with beach bars, delightful at sunset.




▲▲▲Madrid (2 days)


Madrid is the country’s dynamic capital. It’s Spain on a grand scale, with a huge central square (Puerta del Sol), the Royal Palace (3,000 rooms), and top-notch art treasures, from Picasso’s powerful Guernica to the Prado’s many masterpieces. This livable city has an unsurpassed tapas scene, a fun paseo, and appealing street markets and flamenco shows.




▲▲▲Granada (1-2 days)


Granada pairs evocative history with good living. Its Moorish legacy shines brightest at the magnificent Alhambra palace, and the old town’s Royal Chapel is the final resting place of Ferdinand and Isabel. The fun-to-explore city also has distinctive neighborhoods, from the bustling Alcaicería shopping lanes to the hilly Albayzín, with funky tea shops and sublime views of the Alhambra against the mountains.
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Barcelona’s Block of Discord (opposite); Madrid’s Retiro Park; dancing in Barcelona; Granada’s Alhambra at sunset; visiting Madrid’s Prado Museum





▲▲▲Sevilla (1-2 days)


This soulful city boasts a number of Spain’s bests: flamenco, Holy Week fervor, bullfighting, and the late-night paseo. Sights include the tangled Barrio Santa Cruz neighborhood, a massive Gothic cathedral (with Columbus’ tomb), and the Moorish Alcázar palace and gardens. And there’s the nonstop city itself—a festival of color, music, and street life.
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Spaniards turn out for festive events; Ronda clings to its cliff top; Sevilla comes alive at April Fair; San Sebastián’s beach entices sunbathers (opposite).
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WORTH-IT DESTINATIONS


You can weave any of these destinations—rated ▲ or ▲▲—into your itinerary. Choose from a mix of small towns, pilgrim destinations, countryside stops, beach resorts, and historic cities, or go for a taste of Gibraltar or Tangier. It’s easy to add some destinations based on proximity (if you’re going to Madrid, Toledo is next door), but some out-of-the-way places can merit the journey, depending on your time and interests.



▲▲Basque Country (1-2 days)


The vibrant Basque region, which overlaps southwest France, is anchored on the Spanish side by the beach resort town of San Sebastián and neighboring Bilbao, with its striking Guggenheim modern art museum.




▲Camino de Santiago (4 days for drivers)


This centuries-old pilgrimage route traverses the top of Spain from France to Santiago de Compostela, with stops at charming villages and interesting cities (including Pamplona, famous for the Running of the Bulls).




▲Santiago de Compostela (1-2 days)


Tucked into the far northwest corner of Spain, this moss-covered city is the end of the trail for pilgrims walking the Camino de Santiago (the “Way of St. James”). Greet pilgrims as they arrive at the town’s vast cathedral, home to the relics of St. James.




▲Salamanca (1 day)


Humming with a youthful vibe, this university town has the country’s finest main square, where you can pull up front-row seats at a sidewalk café and enjoy a drink and tapas. Here and about town, bands of student musicians break into song, hoping for a few coins.
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Bilbao’s stunning Guggenheim museum; trekkers at Santiago’s cathedral; sublime Toledo; Córdoba’s vast Mezquita





▲Northwest of Madrid (1-3 days)


Several destinations make fine day trips (or a loop trip) from Madrid: El Escorial has an imposing royal palace, and nearby is the Valley of the Fallen (aka Valley of Cuelgamuros), a monument to victims of the Spanish Civil War. The pleasant town of Segovia (also good for an overnight stop) is crossed by a towering Roman aqueduct. Little Ávila, the birthplace of St. Teresa, nestles within its well-preserved medieval wall.




▲▲Toledo (1-2 days)


Hill-capping Toledo has a wonderfully rich history (Roman, Jewish, Moorish, Christian), an outstanding cathedral, and works by hometown artist El Greco. An overnight visit is best to savor the town’s evening tranquility, though Toledo also works well as a day trip from Madrid.




▲▲Córdoba (1 day)


This bustling city is home to Spain’s top surviving Moorish mosque, the huge and marvelous Mezquita. Nearby are the quaint side lanes of the city’s Jewish quarter, alive with history. Córdoba is an easy stop on the fast train line between Sevilla and Madrid or Granada, or a quick day trip from Sevilla.




▲Andalucía’s White Hill Towns (1-2 days)


Andalucía is the classic heartland of southern Spain, known for its windswept hills and scenically perched towns, including lively Ronda, with its massive, gorge-straddling bridge and historic bullring; and smaller, sleepier, scenic Arcos. (If you want to visit more hill towns than these, you’ll find it easier by car.) Next to Arcos, the valley-filling city of Jerez is famous for its dancing horses and its sherry bodegas.




▲Cádiz (1 day)


Deeply historic (with Phoenician and Roman roots) and strategically set on an Atlantic bay, Cádiz boasts a lively fish market, a delightful-to-explore maze of narrow urban lanes, vast urban beaches, and a distinct local culture that’s buoyant and engaging.





▲Spain’s South Coast (2-3 days)


Spain’s beach-resort zone offers several vivid stops: the appealing village of Nerja (enjoy paella on the beach); the whitewashed hill town of Frigiliana; the intriguing Rock of Gibraltar (with English pubs in town and a colony of monkeys on the Rock); and the laid-back town of Tarifa, with daily ferries to Tangier, Morocco. A swing along the coast can include all these destinations (or choose your favorite).




▲▲Tangier, Morocco (1-2 days)


Tangier, Morocco’s revitalized gateway, offers a fascinating look at North Africa and the Muslim world. The bustling medina (old town) is a winding maze of shops and tea houses, with Moroccans eager to connect with visitors. A quick ferry ride from Spain, Tangier makes an unforgettable day trip (or, better, spend the night).
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Tangier at dusk; a sidewalk café in Tarifa; a timeless Andalusian hill town
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Planning Your Trip


To plan your trip, you’ll need to design your itinerary—choosing where and when to go, how you’ll travel, and how many days to spend at each destination. For general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.



DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


As you read this book and learn your options...



Choose your top destinations.


My recommended itinerary (see the sidebar on the next page) gives you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in 21 days, but you can adapt it to fit your own interests and time frame. Trendsetters linger in Barcelona, and art lovers are drawn to Madrid. If you like flamenco, Sevilla will shake your castanets. Historians travel back in time to Granada’s sprawling Alhambra or to Toledo, with its concentrated mix of art and history within small-town walls. Pilgrims pay homage at Santiago de Compostela and Montserrat, while sun worshippers bask at coastal Nerja and San Sebastián (a city fun for foodies, too). If you’re fond of quiet hill towns, get a good dose (or doze?) in Andalucía. For an exotic excursion, it’s Tangier. Photographers want to go everywhere.




Decide when to go.


Spring and fall offer the best combination of good weather, lighter crowds, long days, and plenty of tourist and cultural activities.






Whirlwind Three-Week Trip of Spain










	Day
	Plan
	Sleep





	1
	Arrive in Barcelona
	Barcelona



	2
	Barcelona
	Barcelona



	3
	Barcelona
	Barcelona



	4
	More Barcelona, or day-trip to Dalí sights or Montserrat
	Barcelona



	5
	Fly to Granada (1.5 hours)
	Granada



	6
	Granada
	Granada



	7
	More Granada; afternoon bus to Nerja (2.5 hours)
	Nerja



	8
	Nerja beach day, or side-trip to Frigiliana
	Nerja



	9
	Bus to Ronda (2-3 hours)
	Ronda



	10
	Ronda
	Ronda



	11
	Bus to Sevilla (3 hours)
	Sevilla



	12
	Sevilla
	Sevilla



	13
	More Sevilla, or day-trip to Córdoba, Cádiz, Arcos, or Jerez
	Sevilla



	14
	Train to Toledo (4 hours)
	Toledo



	15
	Toledo
	Toledo



	16
	Travel to Madrid (30 minutes by train)
	Madrid



	17
	Madrid
	Madrid



	18
	Your choice of day trip: Segovia, El Escorial, or Salamanca
	Madrid



	19
	Long train or bus (5 hours) to San Sebastián
	San Sebastián



	20
	San Sebastián
	San Sebastián



	21
	Day-trip to St-Jean-de-Luz or Bilbao; sleep in Bilbao if departure flight options are better from there
	San Sebastián or Bilbao



	22
	Fly home
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With More Time: Tempting add-ons to this plan are a day (or more) for Tangier, Morocco (between days 8 and 9); spending a night or two in the Castilian cities of Salamanca or Segovia; and continuing from the Basque Country along the historic Camino de Santiago, across northern Spain, to Santiago de Compostela.

With a Car: Long distances between cities are best connected by train, but renting a car makes particular sense in the South Coast/White Hill Towns area (pick up the car in Granada on day 7, drop it in Sevilla on day 11) and for touring the Basque Country (and possibly extending all the way west along the Camino de Santiago).



July and August are the most crowded and expensive in the coastal areas, and less crowded but uncomfortably hot and dusty in the interior. Air-conditioning is essential.

Off-season, roughly November through March, expect shorter hours and fewer activities in smaller towns. Confirm your sightseeing plans locally.

Though Spain can be brutally hot in the summer, winters can be bitterly cold, and spring and fall can be crisp.




Connect the dots.


Link your destinations into a logical route. Determine which cities you’ll fly into and out of. Begin your search for transatlantic flights online at Google Flights or Kayak.

Decide if you’ll travel by car or public transportation, or a combination. A car is particularly helpful for exploring Andalucía’s hill towns or the Camino de Santiago, but it’s useless in big cities (park it). If relying on public transit, you’ll probably use a mix of trains and buses. Trains are faster, but buses can reach a few places that trains can’t.
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Back streets beckon and good times roll. Happy travels!

For approximate travel times between destinations, study the driving map in the Practicalities chapter or check Google Maps; visit bahn. or renfe.com [URL inactive] for train schedules. Spain’s long distances make it worth considering a short flight for part of your trip; check skyscanner.com for intra-European flights (but keep in mind air travel’s larger carbon footprint).




Work out a day-by-day itinerary.


Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in your time frame. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough days per stop (see estimates in “Spain’s Top Destinations,” earlier). Minimize one-night stands. It can be worth taking a late-afternoon drive or train ride to settle into a town for two consecutive nights—and gain a full uninterrupted day for sightseeing. Staying in a home base (like Madrid) and making day trips can save time over changing locations and hotels.

Take sight closures into account. Avoid visiting a town on the one day a week its must-see sights are closed. Check if any holidays or festivals fall during your trip—these attract crowds and close sights (for the latest, visit Spain’s tourist website, spain.info). Note major sights where advance tickets are required (or recommended) or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available.

Give yourself some slack. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.






Trip Costs Per Person


Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.

Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Barcelona or Madrid costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.

Public Transportation: For a three-week trip, allow $700 for buses and second-class trains ($1,000 for first class). Whether you get a rail pass in advance or buy train tickets as you go, you’ll pay about the same—unless you take advantage of online discounts for advance purchases. In some cases, a short flight can be cheaper than taking the train.

Car Rental: Allow $350-500 per week (booked well in advance), not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance.
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Budget Tips


City transit passes (for multiple rides or all-day usage) decrease your cost per ride.

Combo-tickets or passes that cover multiple museums can save time and money. If a town doesn’t offer deals, visit only the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).


Some hotels, restaurants, and tour companies offer discounts to my readers. Look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book.

Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Anyone can sleep cheaply in hostels (most have private rooms). Or check Airbnb-type sites.

It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Spain. You can get tasty, affordable meals at tapas bars, sandwich shops, and some local chains, too. Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.
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Sherry bodega tour in Jerez; artistic lamppost in Barcelona; catching the ferry to Morocco; lively Puerta del Sol in Madrid (opposite)
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BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and ricksteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.

Make sure your travel documents are in order. If your passport expires within six months of your return date, you need to renew it (allow eight weeks for a new passport or renewal). Get passport and country-specific travel info at travel.state.gov. Be aware of entry requirements; you may need to register with the European Travel Info and Authorization System (ETIAS, travel-europe.europa.eu/etias [URL inactive]), and if traveling in the United Kingdom, you’ll need an Electronic Travel Authorization (ETA, gov.uk/visas-immigration).

Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Figure out your local transportation options: It’s worth thinking about buying train tickets online in advance, getting a rail pass, renting a car, or booking cheap European flights. Drivers need to bring an International Driving Permit ($30, apply online at aaa.com/vacation/idpf.html) along with your license.

Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.

Reserve ahead for key sights and experiences. Reserve far in advance for Granada’s Alhambra—its Palacios Nazaríes is often sold out. To beat the lines, reserve for Madrid’s Prado Museum and Sevilla’s cathedral and the Alcázar. In Barcelona, reservations are essential for the Picasso Museum, Sagrada Família church, Casa Batlló, La Pedrera (Casa Milà), and Park Güell. Reservations are required for the Salvador Dalí House near Cadaqués.


It’s also smart to book ahead for experiences such as a food tour or hiring a local guide.

Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what protections your credit card might offer and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.

Manage your money. Tap-to-pay or contactless credit cards are the simplest way to pay for many things in Europe (or set up your smartphone or smartwatch for contactless payments). You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Don’t bring euros from home; it’s cheaper to withdraw cash from a bank ATM in Europe.

Use your smartphone smartly. Check what type of international service your carrier offers, or plan to rely on Wi-Fi. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).

Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist on here as a guide.





Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips


Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and radio interviews and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book, the app includes audio tours for sights and neighborhoods in Barcelona, Sevilla, and Madrid (look for the [image: image]) and many interviews relating to Spain. Scan the QR code to find it in your app store or visit ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at classroom.ricksteves.com [URL inactive].
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Travel Smart


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.

Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or recommended. Check the latest at ricksteves.com/update.

Be your own tour guide. As you travel, book in advance for sights, events, and tours; reconfirm hotels; and check transit connections. Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.

Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places—especially where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Take commonsense precautions with your valuables, especially phones, credit cards, and cash (store them securely). Don’t set important items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten (and don’t hang day packs on the backs of chairs).

Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring copies or take photos of important documents to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up devices to the cloud as you travel.

Beat the summer heat. If it’s hot, start your day early, take a midday siesta, and resume your sightseeing later. Use sunscreen and hydrate. Do what you can to avoid long lines in the sun. Churches offer a cool haven (though dress modestly—no bare shoulders or shorts). Take frequent ice cream breaks. Join the paseo, when locals stroll in the cool of the evening.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as buying tickets in advance, or visiting sights early or late.

Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, closures, sore feet, sweltering weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.

Attempt the language. Many Spaniards speak English—especially young people and those in the tourist trade. And apps such as Google Translate work for on-the-go translation help. But if you memorize and use some Spanish, even just a few pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. The survival phrases near the end of this book are a good starting point.

Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Spanish people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best paella, paseo, or tapas bar. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”

Spain...here you come!
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If you’re in the mood to surrender to a city’s charms, let it be in Barcelona. The capital of Catalunya and Spain’s second city, Barcelona bubbles with life—in its narrow lanes, pedestrian-friendly boulevards, elegant modern uptown, bohemian corners, and bustling market halls, and along its long beach promenade spiked with inviting beach bars (chiringuitos).
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As the capital of the Catalan people, Barcelona is full of history—with ancient Roman ruins, medieval churches, twisty Gothic lanes, and monuments to Columbus and the sea trade. By the late 19th century, Barcelona had boomed into an industrial powerhouse.

This thriving city became a showpiece of innovative art and architecture. Talented Catalan architects, including Antoni Gaudí, forged the Modernista style and remade the city’s skyline with curvy, fanciful buildings, culminating in Gaudí’s Sagrada Família, a gloriously avant-garde church under construction since 1882.

Pablo Picasso lived in Barcelona as a teenager—just as he was on the verge of reinventing painting. Salvador Dalí and Joan Miró are among the other world-changing 20th-century artists with ties to the city. All three artists are represented by dedicated museums in Barcelona or nearby.

Perched on the sea, Barcelona itself is a work of art. Find a viewpoint to enjoy it, whether from a cable car, a cathedral rooftop, or Gaudí’s colorful Park Güell. Barcelona is large (1.7 million people), though the Old City feels delightfully small. Beyond the Old City, the sights are scattered, but with a map and a willingness to figure out public transit (or take taxis), it’s all manageable.

In this coastal city, seafood is always on the menu, along with Spain’s ever-present ham. Restaurants serve dinner late by our standards, so do as the locals do, and dip into tapas bars in the early evening to enjoy Catalan small plates. Wash it all down with a caña (small beer), crianza (fine aged wine), or cava (sparkling wine). Then spill into the crowded streets to join the paseo, when everyone strolls in the cool of the evening.

Today’s Barcelona is as vibrant as ever. Locals still join hands and dance the everyone’s-welcome sardana in front of the cathedral. Neighborhood festivals jam the events calendar. Barcelona’s engaging culture is on an unstoppable roll in Spain’s most cosmopolitan and European corner.



PLANNING YOUR TIME


The following day plans offer suggestions for how to maximize your sightseeing. You can adapt these itineraries to fit your own interests and speed. For a quick look at open and closed days for major sights, check “Helpful Hints,” later. Note major sights where advance tickets are required (or recommended) or [image: image] a free Rick Steves audio tour is available.



Barcelona in One Day


For a relaxing day, stroll the Ramblas, visit the Sagrada Família and Picasso Museum, and have dinner in the El Born district. Or try the following ambitious plan (only possible with advance reservations).








	9:00
	From Plaça de Catalunya, follow my Barri Gòtic Walk and Barcelona Cathedral Tour. ([image: image] Or follow my Barcelona City Walk audio tour.)



	11:00
	Starting near the cathedral, explore El Born while walking to the Picasso Museum, stopping midway for an early lunch at Santa Caterina Market.



	12:30
	Tour the Picasso Museum.



	14:00
	Catch a taxi or the Metro to the Sagrada Família.



	14:30
	Tour the Sagrada Família.



	16:30
	Hop a taxi or the Metro to the Diagonal Metro stop.



	17:00
	Walk to Passeig de Gràcia in the [image: image] Eixample to see Modernista sights La Pedrera and the Block of Discord.



	19:00
	From Plaça de Catalunya, take my Ramblas Ramble to the harborfront.



	Evening
	From the harborfront (or any point along the Ramblas) take a taxi to a neighborhood with good tapas bars (which open early): Barceloneta (stroll the beach promenade), Barri Gòtic (around the cathedral), or lively El Born. Foodies can walk to nearby El Raval or El Poble-Sec for cheaper, bohemian-chic eateries. Note that restaurants open late, around 21:00.








Barcelona in Two or More Days


With at least two days, divide and conquer the town geographically: Spend one day in the Old City (Ramblas, Barri Gòtic/cathedral area, Picasso Museum/El Born) and another on the Eixample and Modernista sights (La Pedrera, Sagrada Família, Park Güell, or the less crowded Casa Vicens and Recinte Modernista de Sant Pau). If you have a third day, visit Montjuïc and/or side-trip to Montserrat.

With extra time, consider taking a hop-on, hop-off bus tour for a sightseeing overview (for example, the Bus Turístic blue route links most Gaudí sights and could work well on Day 2).



Day 1: Old City









	9:00
	Follow my Barri Gòtic Walk and tour Barcelona Cathedral. ([image: image] Or follow my Barcelona City Walk audio tour.)



	11:00
	Browse the fun Barri Gòtic shops (described under “Shopping in Barcelona,” later).



	13:00
	Starting near the cathedral, explore El Born. Drop into Santa Caterina Market for lunch.



	15:00
	Tour the Picasso Museum.



	17:00
	Stroll the Ramblas (follow my Ramblas Ramble and visit La Boqueria market).



	Evening
	For a tapas-bar dinner, choose among the neighborhoods listed in my one-day plan. Other possibilities include sightseeing (many sights are open late), concerts, or hanging out at a beach bar in Barceloneta.








Day 2: Modernisme









	9:00
	Spend the morning in the [image: image] Eixample, touring La Pedrera and/or one of the Block of Discord houses—Casa Batlló or Casa Amatller. Consider visiting Casa Vicens, a brief Metro ride from La Pedrera. Have lunch along the way.



	12:30
	From Plaça de Catalunya, hop a taxi or Metro to the Sagrada Família.



	13:00
	Tour the Sagrada Família.



	15:00
	Choose among these options: Walk to Recinte Modernista de Sant Pau. Taxi to Park Güell for more Gaudí. Take the bus to Montjuïc (if you’re not going to Montjuïc on Day 3). Or explore the Old Port and the beach scene.



	Evening
	Choose among the evening activities listed earlier.









Day 3: Montjuïc and Barceloneta


Tour Montjuïc, stopping at Fundació Joan Miró and the Catalan Art Museum. Take the scenic cable-car ride down from Montjuïc to the port and spend the rest of the day at Barceloneta—stroll the promenade, hit the beach, and find your favorite beach bar for dinner.




Day 4: Day Trip


Consider a day trip to the mountaintop monastery of Montserrat, the beach resort town of Sitges, or the Salvador Dalí sights at Figueres and Cadaqués (reserve in advance; see “Day Trips from Barcelona” on here).




Connecting with the Rest of Spain


Located in the far northeast corner of Spain, Barcelona makes a good first or last stop for your trip. From the US, it’s as easy to fly into Barcelona as it is to land in Madrid, Lisbon, or Paris. Or you could sandwich Barcelona between flights or high-speed rail trips. Those who plan on renting a car later in their Spain trip can start in Barcelona, take the high-speed train to Madrid (3 hours), sightsee Madrid and Toledo, then pick up a car. This allows you to avoid parking hassles in cities and extra car-rental costs. For more on train travel and car rentals in Spain, see the Practicalities chapter.






Orientation to Barcelona


Bustling Barcelona is geographically big and culturally complex. Plan your time carefully, carving up the metropolis into manageable sightseeing neighborhoods. Use my day plans to help prioritize. For efficiency, learn to navigate Barcelona by Metro, bus, and taxi. Make reservations in advance for Barcelona’s most popular sights—otherwise, you may not get in at all. Armed with good information and a thoughtful game plan, you’re ready to go. Then you can relax, enjoy, and let yourself be surprised by all that Barcelona has to offer.

[image: image]
Apart from your geographical orientation, it’s smart to orient yourself linguistically to a language distinct from Spanish. Although Spanish (“Castilian”/castellano) is widely spoken, the native tongue in this region is Catalan—nearly as different from Spanish as Italian (see the “You’re Not in Spain, You’re in Catalunya!” sidebar, later).
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BARCELONA: A VERBAL MAP


Like Los Angeles, Barcelona is basically flat, sloping gently from the foothills down to the sea. A large central square, Plaça de Catalunya, divides the older and newer parts of town. Above the square is the modern part called the Eixample. Below the square is the Old City and hilly Montjuïc, overlooking the harbor.

Barcelona is a big city, but its major sights cluster in convenient zones. Travelers need only focus on a few areas: the Old City, the harbor/Barceloneta, the Eixample, and Montjuïc. Antoni Gaudí’s Park Güell is north of the Eixample in the Gràcia district. Grouping your sightseeing, walks, dining, and shopping thoughtfully can save you lots of time and money.
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Old City (Ciutat Vella)


This is the compact core of Barcelona—ideal for strolling, shopping, and people-watching—where you’ll probably spend most of your time. It’s a labyrinth of narrow streets that once were confined by the medieval walls. The lively pedestrian drag called the Ramblas goes through the heart of the Old City from Plaça de Catalunya to the harbor.

The Old City is divided into thirds by the Ramblas and Via Laietana, a vehicle-heavy thoroughfare running roughly parallel to the Ramblas. Between the Ramblas and Via Laietana is the characteristic Barri Gòtic (BAH-ree GOH-teek), with the cathedral as its navel. Locals call it “El Gòtic” for short. To the east of Via Laietana is the trendy El Born district (aka “La Ribera”), a shopping, dining, and nightlife mecca centered on the Picasso Museum and the Church of Santa Maria del Mar. To the west of the Ramblas is El Raval (rah-VAHL), rough-edged in places but enlivened by its university and modern-art museum. Below it is the emerging foodie neighborhood of El Poble-Sec.





Harborfront


The old harbor, Port Vell, gleams with landmark monuments and new developments. A pedestrian bridge links the Ramblas with the modern Maremagnum shopping/aquarium/entertainment complex. On the peninsula across the quaint sailboat harbor is Barceloneta, a traditional fishing neighborhood with gritty charm and some good seafood restaurants. Beyond Barceloneta, a gorgeous man-made beach stretches several miles east.




Eixample


Above the Old City, beyond the bustling hub of Plaça de Catalunya, is the elegant Eixample (ay-SHAM-plah) district, its grid plan softened by cutoff corners. Much of Barcelona’s Modernista architecture is found here—especially along the swanky artery Passeig de Gràcia, an area called Quadrat d’Or (Golden Square). To the east is the Sagrada Família; to the north is the Gràcia district and Antoni Gaudí’s Park Güell.




Montjuïc


The large hill overlooking the city to the southwest is Montjuïc (mohn-jew-EEK), home to a variety of sights, including some excellent museums (Catalan Art, Joan Miró) and the Olympic Stadium. At the base of Montjuïc, stretching toward Plaça d’Espanya, are the former 1929 World Expo Fairgrounds, with additional fine attractions (including the Magic Fountains and the bullring-turned-mall, Las Arenas).





TOURIST INFORMATION


Barcelona’s helpful TI has several branches (+34 932 853 832, barcelonaturisme.com). The primary TI is hidden beneath the main square, Plaça de Catalunya (daily 8:30-20:30, entrance just across from El Corte Inglés department store—look for red sign and take stairs down). Other branches are scattered around the city and typically have shorter hours. Locations include on Pla de la Seu in the Barri Gòtic (next to the Barcelona Cathedral), inside the base of the harborside Columbus Monument (daily 8:30-13:30), and at the airport (terminals 1 and 2).

Smaller info kiosks pop up in touristy locales: on Plaça d’Espanya, in the park across from the Sagrada Família entrance, near the Columbus Monument (where the shuttle bus from the cruise port arrives), seasonally at the Nord bus station, at cruise terminals along the port, and on Plaça de Catalunya. Throughout the summer, red-jacketed tourist-info helpers appear in touristy parts of town; although they work for the hop-on, hop-off Bus Turístic, they are happy to answer questions.

TIs sell tickets to most major sights (except the Picasso Museum) and events around town, as well as a variety of tours—including day trips to nearby destinations. They also sell the ArticketBCN sightseeing pass, tickets for Bus Turístic and City Tour Barcelona buses, and TI-run walking tours.

Modernisme Route: A handy overview of all 120 of Barcelona’s Modernista buildings is available online at rutadelmodernisme.com, including a Google map marked with locations. (Poke around on the website to find a shorter, one-day itinerary.) Throughout the city, you’ll see red “Ruta del Modernisme” paving stones indicating this route.

Sightseeing Passes: The ArticketBCN pass covers admission to six art museums and their temporary exhibits, letting you skip the ticket-buying lines. Sights include the recommended Picasso Museum, Catalan Art Museum (Museu Nacional), and Fundació Joan Miró (€38, valid 12 months; sold online, at participating museums, and at most TIs; articketbcn.org). If you visit three or more covered museums, this ticket can save you money and time. Show your ArticketBCN to the ticket taker or at the info desk, and you’ll get your museum ticket, which you can use to enter at any time (especially useful for Picasso Museum).

For most travelers, the Barcelona Card and the Barcelona Card Express are not worth the trouble.

Digital Publications: Good pretrip planning tools include Time Out BCN Guide (concise but thorough day-by-day list of events, timeout.com/barcelona) and Barcelona Metropolitan magazine (timely coverage of local topics and events, barcelona-metropolitan.com).




ARRIVAL IN BARCELONA


For information on getting to or from Barcelona by train, plane, or bus, see “Barcelona Connections” at the end of this chapter.

By Train: Virtually all trains end up at Barcelona’s Sants train station, west of the Old City. AVE trains from Madrid go only to Sants station. But many other trains also pass through other stations en route, such as França station (between the El Born and Barceloneta neighborhoods) or the downtown Passeig de Gràcia or Plaça de Catalunya stations (which are also Metro stops—and very close to most of my recommended hotels). Figure out which stations your train stops at (ask the conductor) and get off at the one most convenient to your hotel.

By Plane: Most flights use the city’s primary Josep Tarradellas Barcelona-El Prat Airport; a few budget flights use a smaller airstrip 60 miles away, called Girona–Costa Brava Airport. Information on both airports can be found on the official Spanish airport website, aena.es [URL inactive].





HELPFUL HINTS



	Book Ahead: To ensure you’ll see Barcelona’s top (and very crowded) sights—the Picasso Museum, La Pedrera (Casa Milà), Sagrada Família, Casa Batlló, and Park Güell—book timed-entry tickets online in advance. It’s easy, it’s cheap, and it’s for your own good (and for Sagrada Família, it’s required).
When booking, aim for midafternoon or early evening to avoid crowds: The city’s major sites are busiest in the morning before 13:00 and during free entry times.

If you didn’t book ahead, the TI may sell last-minute tickets to these sights (for a few extra euros). Some sights post QR codes that you can scan for last-minute tickets—maybe luck will smile on you.


	Closed Days: Many sights are closed on Monday, including the Picasso Museum, Catalan Art Museum, Palau Güell, Barcelona History Museum, Santa Eulàlia schooner (part of the Maritime Museum), Fundació Joan Miró, Frederic Marès Museum, El Born Cultural and Memory Center, and Olympic and Sports Museum. On Sunday, the food markets are closed, and some sights close early—check hours when planning your day.

	Theft and Scam Alert: You have a better chance of being pickpocketed here—especially on the Ramblas—than anywhere else in Europe. Wherever there are tourist crowds, pickpockets are at work. The Sagrada Família (both inside and out), with its hordes of tourists gawking skyward, is particularly popular with thieves. Leave valuables in your hotel.
Street scams are easy to avoid if you recognize them. Most common is the too-friendly local who tries to engage you in conversation. If a super-friendly man acts drunk and wants to dance because his soccer team just won, he’s a pickpocket. Beware of groups of women aggressively selling flowers, people offering to clean a stain from your shirt, and so on. If you stop for any commotion or show on the Ramblas, put your hands in your pockets before someone else does. Assume any scuffle is a distraction by a team of thieves.


	Personal Safety: Some areas feel seedy and can be unsafe after dark. Most crime is nonviolent, but muggings do occur. Certain parts of the Barri Gòtic (basically the two or three blocks directly south and east of Plaça Reial) and El Raval (just west of the Ramblas) can be dicey. One block can separate a comfy tourist zone from an unsavory area. If you use common sense in avoiding dark and lonely lanes, you should be fine.

	Baggage Storage: Locker Barcelona is located just a few minutes’ walk from Plaça de Catalunya. For weekends and holidays, book a locker in advance (cost depends on size, daily 8:30-21:00, shorter hours in winter, Carrer d’Estruc 36, +34 933 028 796, lockerbarcelona.com). For location, see the map on here.
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	Pharmacy: Pharmacies are sprinkled throughout the Barri Gòtic and Eixample: Look for a bright-green illuminated cross. A 24-hour pharmacy is across from La Boqueria Market at #98 on the Ramblas.

	Laundry: The clean-as-a-whistle LavaXpres is centrally located near recommended Plaça de Catalunya and Ramblas hotels (self-service, English instructions, daily 8:00-22:00, Passatge d’Elisabets 3, lavaxpres.com—see the map on here). Splash Laundry, in the Eixample, has machines with detergent preloaded (daily 8:00-22:00, Carrer de la Diputació 199, +34 629 330 601, splashlaundry.es—see the map on here).

	Bike Rental: Biking is a joy in Citadel Park and along the beach, but it’s stressful in the city center. Bike-rental shops are in just about every part of the city; the two I’ve listed are close to Citadel Park and Barceloneta.
Ben Bike Bicitram, right across from Citadel Park, rents standard and e-bikes (daily, Passeig Picasso 46, +34 603 585 788, ben-bike.webnode.es). A-Bike is near the Drassanes Metro stop, just a block from the Ramblas (daily, standard and e-bikes, Carrer de Montserrat 8, +34 666 057 655, a-bike.es).

For point-to-point rides, you can use Lime or Bolt, or check out the apps Donkey Republic and RideMovi. You’ll see racks of government-subsidized “Bicing” borrow-a-bikes around town, but these are only for locals.







GETTING AROUND BARCELONA


Barcelona’s Metro and bus system is run by TMB—Transports Metropolitans de Barcelona (+34 932 987 000 or +34 932 148 000, tmb.cat). It’s worth asking for TMB’s excellent Metro/bus map at the TI, larger stations, or the TMB info counter in the Sants train station. Google Maps is a great route planner for both Metro and bus riders.

The TMB app can also be used to find buses and trains, but it is not designed for ticket purchases by American travelers (it requires two separate apps and a Spanish ID number). This may change, but I wouldn’t invest too much time figuring it out.

TMB operates a separate website and app for tourists called Hola Barcelona, selling multiday travel cards and other transportation options—including trips out of the city—at a discount (holabarcelona.com).




Tickets and Multiride Cards


A single-ride ticket (bitllet senzill) costs €2.65 and gives you one ride on the Metro, bus, or Montjuïc funicular (no transfers between modes of transit).

The T-Casual card (€12.55 for 10 rides, plus €1 for the card) and the T-Dia card (€11.55 for 24 hours) are for individual travelers only. The T-Familiar card (€11.05 for 8 rides, plus €1 for the card) is shareable as long as you stay together the entire journey (you’ll be fined for riding without a ticket). With a multiride card, one “ride” covers you for 1.25 hours of unlimited use on all Metro and local bus lines, as well as local rides on Renfe and Rodalies de Catalunya train lines (including the ride to the train station) and suburban FGC trains. Transfers made within your 1.25-hour limit are not counted as a new ride. Taking the Metro to or from the airport requires a separate €5.70 fare (more convenient by Aerobús shuttle).

These tickets and passes are sold at machines at Metro stations and some bus stops (hit the UK flag for English). Most machines accept coins, bills, and credit/debit cards—though the latter may take a few tries, and you’ll need to enter a PIN. If you get stuck, press the button on the machine for assistance, and someone will come to help. On buses you can use contactless payment methods (credit card or phone app), but not cash, to buy a single ticket.

Multiday Travel Cards: Multiday travel cards cover unlimited travel for two or more days and include Metro service between the city and airport (€18.10/2 days, €26.30/3 days, €34.40/4 days, €42.10/5 days). These are cheaper if you purchase through the Hola Barcelona app. You may still need to print your ticket at a machine using your voucher number (select “online collection”). If you need help, there’s an Hola Barcelona shop near the L3 Metro entrance at Plaça de Catalunya.




By Metro


The city’s Metro, among Europe’s best, connects just about every place you’ll visit.

Among the several color-coded Metro lines, most useful for tourists is the L3 (green) line. Handy city-center stops on this line include (in order):

Sants Estació: Main train station
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Espanya: Plaça d’Espanya, with access to the lower part of Montjuïc and trains to Montserrat

Poble Sec: Nightlife and eateries at base of Montjuïc
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Paral-lel: Funicular to the top of Montjuïc

Drassanes: Bottom of the Ramblas, near Maritime Museum and Maremagnum mall

Liceu: Middle of the Ramblas, near the heart of the Barri Gòtic and cathedral

Plaça de Catalunya: Top of the Ramblas and main square with TI, airport bus, and lots of transportation connections

Passeig de Gràcia: Classy Eixample street at the Block of Discord; also connection to L2 (purple) line to Sagrada Família and L4 (yellow) line (described below)

Diagonal: Gaudí’s La Pedrera

Lesseps: Closest stop for Gaudí’s Park Güell

The L4 (yellow) line, which crosses the L3 (green) line at Passeig de Gràcia, has a few helpful stops, including Jaume I (between the Barri Gòtic/cathedral and El Born/Picasso Museum) and Barceloneta (at the south end of El Born, near the harbor action).

Riding the Metro: Before boarding, study a map (posted at Metro entrances, platforms, and aboard Metro cars) to get familiar with the system. Look for your line number and color, and find the end stop for your direction of travel. Enter the Metro by inserting your ticket into the turnstile (with the arrow pointing in), retrieving it, and passing through. Once inside, follow signs for your line and direction.

On board, most cars have handy lighted displays that indicate upcoming stops. Because the lines cross one another multiple times, there can be several ways to make any one journey. (It’s a good idea to carry a general map with you—especially if you’re transferring.) Keep your Metro ticket until you’ve exited the system, just in case an inspector asks to see it.

Watch your valuables. If I were a pickpocket, my beat would be the made-for-tourists L3 (green) line.




By Bus


Given the excellent Metro service, it’s unlikely you’ll spend much time on local buses. Buses are useful, however, to get to Park Güell (bus #24 or #116), to connect the sights on Montjuïc, and to reach the beach. Just insert your ticket in the machine behind the driver or use contactless pay options.




By Taxi


Barcelona is one of Europe’s best taxi towns. Save time by catching a cab (figure €10 from Ramblas to Sants station). Taxis are plentiful and honest, and cab rates are reasonable (€3 drop charge; €1.50/kilometer during the day; €2/kilometer 20:00-8:00, Sun, and holidays; €2.50 surcharge from Sants train station; fixed €30 fee for the airport from downtown; €4.50 surcharge for the cruise port). Uber and Lyft do not work well in Barcelona. Similar to Uber, the Taxi Barcelona & AMB app lets you order a car and offers a fixed-price ride to your destination.






Tours in Barcelona




ON FOOT


[image: image] To sightsee on your own, download my free Barcelona City Walk and Eixample Walk audio tours, which illuminate some of the city’s top sights and neighborhoods (see here).



TI Walking Tours


The TI at Pla de la Seu (next to the Barcelona Cathedral) offers great guided walks through the Barri Gòtic. You’ll learn the medieval story of the city as you walk through the cathedral neighborhood (€27, includes entry to Frederic Marès Museum; Mon-Sat at 10:00, 2 hours; buy online in advance—especially in summer when they sell out; otherwise buy ticket 15 minutes early at the TI desk—not from the guide; +34 932 853 832, barcelonaturisme.com).

The TI at Plaça de Catalunya offers a Picasso walk through the streets of his youth and early career, finishing in the Picasso Museum (€40, year-round Tue and Sat at 10:00 and 15:00, Thu at 10:00, 2 hours including museum visit). Reserve in advance and double-check departure times with the TI (barcelonaturisme.com).





“Tip-Based” Walking Tours


A few companies offer “free” (more honestly, these are “tip-based”) walks. They rely on—and expect—tips to stay in business. These walks can be a fun, casual way to get your bearings.

Runner Bean Tours, run by Gorka, Ann-Marie, and a handful of local guides, is reliable and well established, offering daily tip-based tours and private guides for hire. They offer two 2.5-hour, English-only walks, one on the Old City and the other covering Gaudí (daily at 11:00, Old City tour also at 16:30 April-Oct, €2.50 booking fee, must book online, typically 10 to 15 per group, English only, average tip is €10, +34 636 108 776, runnerbeantours.com). They also do an array of fixed-price tours, including for families.




Local Guides


These are two reliable and good local guides that I’ve enjoyed working with for years. They do both walking tours and visits to museums and sights (€250/3 hours) and can help book museum entrances as needed: Sònia Crespo (+34 610 442 052, sonia@barcelonaexperts.com) and Mariona Prats (+34 607 605 776, mariona@barcelonasustainabletours.com).

José Soler is a great and fun-to-be-with local guide who enjoys tailoring a walk through his hometown to your interests (€325/4 hours, for up to 6 people, +34 615 059 326, details at pepitotours.com, info@pepitotours.com). He and his driver also take small groups by car, van, or minibus on four-hour Barcelona highlights tours and tours outside the city (from €650); they can meet you at your hotel, the cruise port, or the airport.

Adi Mahler is a knowledgeable local guide giving private tours of Barcelona, including the Gothic Quarter, with a focus on the history of Jews in Barcelona (€50/person for 2 hours, €80/person for 4 hours, minimum 2 people, jewishtoursbarcelona.com, adi_mahler@yahoo.co.uk, +34 633 400 142).

Live Barcelona is a team of professional, enthusiastic guides led by Cristina Sanjuán since 1997. They offer a variety of walking or chauffeured tours and can arrange cruise excursions and transfers (from €275/3 hours/group, details on web, WhatsApp and mobile +34 609 205 844, livebarcelona.com, info@livebarcelona.com).





ON WHEELS




Guided Bus Tours


Catalunya Bus Turístic runs excursions to nearby destinations, including some that are difficult to reach by public transportation. Trips include the Premium Montserrat Tour (€74, leaves daily at 9:15 and returns at 16:15, includes rack railway and admissions to basilica, La Moreneta, and boys’ choir performance), Easy Montserrat (€56, same schedule as Premium Montserrat, includes rack railway), and Salvador Dalí sights in Figueres and Girona (€87, leaves at 8:30 and returns at 19:15, check website for days). Itineraries depart from the Nord bus station, close to the Triumphal Arch (live trilingual commentary in Catalan, Spanish, and English; book online or on Hola Barcelona app for 10 percent discount, +34 932 805 805, catalunyabusturistic.com).





“You’re Not in Spain, You’re in Catalunya!”


This is a popular nationalistic refrain you may see on T-shirts or stickers around town. Catalunya is not the land of bullfighting and flamenco that many visitors envision when they think of Spain (visit Madrid or Sevilla for those). The region of Catalunya, with Barcelona as its capital, has its own language, history, and culture. Its people—eight million strong—have a proud, independent spirit. More than half of Catalunya’s population lives in greater Barcelona.

[image: image]
Historically, Catalunya (“Cataluña” in Spanish, sometimes spelled “Catalonia” in English) has often been at odds with the central Spanish government in Madrid. The Catalan language and culture were discouraged or even outlawed at various times, as Catalunya often chose the losing side in wars and rebellions against the kings in Madrid. In the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), Catalunya was one of the last pockets of democratic resistance against the military coup of the fascist dictator Francisco Franco, who punished the region with four decades of repression. During that time, the Catalan flag was banned (locals showed their regional pride by flying their football team’s flag instead).

Three of Barcelona’s monuments are reminders of royal and Franco-era suppression. Citadel Park was originally a military citadel, constructed in the 18th century to keep locals in line. The Castle of Montjuïc, built for similar reasons, was the site of many political executions, including hundreds in the Franco era. The Sacred Heart Church atop Tibidabo, completed under Franco, was meant to atone for Barcelona’s sins during the civil war—the main sin being opposition to Franco. Today, Catalunya is still divided: Some favor independence, while others are loyal to Spain.

To see real Catalan culture, look for the sardana dance or an exhibition of castellers. The main symbol of Catalunya is the dragon slain by St. George (“Jordi” in Catalan)—the region’s patron saint. You’ll find dragons all over Barcelona, along with the Catalan flag—called the Senyera—with four horizontal red bars on a gold field. Why red stripes? According to legend, Wilfred the Hairy—a count of Barcelona and one of the founding fathers of Catalunya—was wounded in a ninth-century battle. A grateful neighboring king rewarded Wilfred’s bravery with a copper shield and ran Wilfred’s four bloody fingers across its surface, leaving four red stripes.

The Catalan language is irrevocably tied to the history and spirit of the Catalan people. After the mid-1970s end of the Franco era, the Catalan language made a huge comeback. Schools are now required to conduct all classes in Catalan; most school-age children learn both Catalan and Spanish. While all Barcelonans speak Spanish, nearly all understand Catalan, three-quarters speak Catalan, and half can write it. Catalan is most widely spoken outside of the big city, in the small towns and countryside.

Most place names in this book are listed in Catalan. Here’s how to pronounce some of the city’s major landmarks:








	Plaça de Catalunya
	PLAH-sah duh kah-tah-LOON-yah



	Eixample
	ay-SHAM-plah



	Passeig de Gràcia
	pah-SAYJ duh GRAH-see-ah



	Catedral
	kah-tah-DRAL



	Barri Gòtic
	BAH-ree GOH-teek



	Montjuïc
	mohn-jew-EEK





When finding your way, these terms will be useful:








	Exit
	sortida (sor-TEE-dah)



	Square
	plaça (PLAH-sah)



	Street
	carrer (kah-REHR)



	Boulevard
	passeig (pah-SAYJ)



	Avenue
	avinguda (ah-veen-GOO-dah)










Hop-On, Hop-Off Buses


The handy hop-on, hop-off Bus Turístic offers two multistop circuits in colorful double-decker buses that go topless in sunny weather and are useful as a once-over-lightly tour or simply to get around. The two-hour blue route covers north Barcelona (most Gaudí sights—including Park Güell, Tibidabo; departs from El Corte Inglés on Plaça de Catalunya). The two-hour red route covers south Barcelona (Old City, lower Eixample, Sagrada Família, Montjuïc; departs from the Ramblas side of Plaça de Catalunya). All have (fairly dull) headphone commentary and free Wi-Fi (daily 9:00-19:00, buses run every 15 minutes or so depending on season and traffic, barcelonabusturistic.cat). One-day (€33) and two-day (€44) tickets, which you can buy on the bus, at the TI, or cheaper online or on the Hola Barcelona app, offer discounts on the city’s major sights and walking tours. Another company, City Tour Barcelona, offers a similar service (same price and discounts, routes are divided into west-east instead, no Tibidabo, barcelona.city-tour.com). Note that major stops can sometimes have long lines.

[image: image]



Bike Tours


Barcelona Bike Tour offers 2.5-hour bike tours taking you from sight to sight, mostly on bike paths and through parks, with stop-and-go commentary in English (€31, e-bike-€39, daily at 10:00, limited to 10 people—reserve online in advance, Carrer Tallers 45, +34 933 171 970, barcelonaciclotour.com).

Barcelona eBikes offers daily themed tours, including Gaudí Highlights (€42, daily at 11:00) and a Picasso and Bohemian tour (€40, daily at 16:00). Tours start at their office in El Born (Plaça San Agustín Vell 16, +34 935 480 457, barcelonaebikes.com).





SPECIALTY TOURS AND ACTIVITIES




Spanish Civil War Tours


Nick Lloyd is the author of Forgotten Places: Barcelona and the Spanish Civil War. He is a passionate teacher who takes small groups on walks through the Old City to explain the social context and significance of the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) in Barcelona. History buffs really love this tour (€35/person, Tue and Fri mornings, 4 hours with an hour-long stop in a café for a sit-down talk, English only, private tours also available, thespanishcivilwar.com).




Cooking Classes and Food Tours


Cook & Taste offers group cooking classes in which you’ll make and eat traditional dishes paired with local wines (group classes daily at 11:00 and 17:00, €75/person, €13 extra for guided La Boqueria or Santa Caterina visit offered Tue-Sat morning or Fri afternoon before the cooking class, Carrer Paradís 3, +34 933 021 320, cookandtaste.net). They also offer private classes and a chef-guided gastronomic tour of gourmet food and wine shops and La Boqueria.

Food Lovers Company guides Nuria and Susana carefully select traditional and atmospheric spots in the old center where (at usually three sit-down stops) you can sample high-quality seasonal specialties as they share personal insights on Barcelona and its cuisine (from €170/person, morning tours, 4 hours, 2 people minimum, 6 people maximum, winery tours explained on their website, +34 635 604 290, foodloverscompany.com, hello@foodloverscompany.com).

The Barcelona Taste takes small groups on guided walks, making three stops in roughly three hours. They enthusiastically introduce you to lots of local treats and drinks, making this a great way to orient yourself to Barcelona food at the beginning of your visit. Options include a lunch tour (13:00-15:45) in the Eixample and evening tours (19:00-22:00) in the Gothic Quarter or the up-and-coming Poble-Sec neighborhood (from €124/person, daily, reserve early in season, thebarcelonataste.com). They also offer daily expert wine tastings, craft beer tours, and olive oil masterclasses (from €52/person).

Spanish Wanderlust, run by the charming and enthusiastic New York expat Allison Pullen, offers private food tours customized to your time and taste. Allison’s typical tour is four hours in the old town with a quick market tour and four sit-down tasting stops that amounts to an unforgettable mobile meal (€275/2 people, about €100 per person after that, arrange a planning phone call by emailing wanderlust@gmail.com).






Walks in Barcelona


RAMBLAS RAMBLE

[image: image] Self-Guided Walk

1 Plaça de Catalunya

Map: Ramblas Ramble

2 Top of the Ramblas

3 Rambla of the Little Birds

4 Betlem Church

5 Rambla of Flowers

6 La Boqueria Market

7 Heart of the Ramblas

8 Plaça Reial

9 El Raval Neighborhood

10 Columbus Monument

11 Waterfront

BARRI GÒTIC WALK

[image: image] Self-Guided Walk

1 Avinguda del Portal de l’Angel

Map: Barri Gòtic Walk

2 Church of Santa Anna

3 Els Quatre Gats

4 Fountain

5 Plaça Nova

6 Barcelona Cathedral

7 Casa de l’Ardiaca

8 Monument to the Martyrs of Independence

9 Plaça Sant Felip Neri

10 Jewish Quarter (El Call)

11 Carrer del Bisbe Bridge

12 Plaça de Sant Jaume

13 Roman Temple of Augustus (Temple Roma d’August)

14 Plaça del Rei

These two self-guided walks take you through the old town—down the main boulevard (“Ramblas Ramble”) and through the cathedral neighborhood (“Barri Gòtic Walk”).

[image: image] My free Barcelona City Walk audio tour covers the Ramblas (in part) and the Barri Gòtic neighborhood.



RAMBLAS RAMBLE


For more than a century, Barcelona’s main boulevard has been a magnet for visitors. This one-hour stroll down the Ramblas goes from Plaça de Catalunya gently downhill to the waterfront, with an easy return by Metro.

Traditionally, the Ramblas was the place where locals flocked to buy flowers, lottery tickets, and a daily newspaper, or to enjoy a spot of shade while watching the world go by. But much of the local charm of the Ramblas has been taken over by sightseers, tacky trinkets, and lousy eateries. Many shops now cater to visitors, and the old neighborhood population (priced out by higher rents that short-term Airbnb-type visitors are eager to pay) has fled to more affordable homes in the suburbs. Anyone who experienced this iconic boulevard 20 years ago and visits again today will be disappointed, and may even leave thinking, “Ramblas? RIP.”





Barcelona at a Glance


▲▲▲Picasso Museum Extensive collection offering insight into the brilliant Spanish artist’s early years. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-20:00, Thu-Sat until 21:00, mid-Oct-mid-April Tue-Sun 10:00-19:00, closed Mon year-round.

▲▲▲Sagrada Família Gaudí’s remarkable, unfinished church—a masterpiece in progress. Hours: Mon-Fri 9:00-20:00, Sat until 18:00, Sun 10:30-20:00; closes earlier Oct-March.

▲▲The Ramblas Barcelona’s colorful, gritty, tourist-filled pedestrian thoroughfare.

▲▲Palace of Catalan Music Best Modernista interior in Barcelona. Hours: Various tours run daily 9:00-15:30, plus frequent concerts.

▲▲La Pedrera (Casa Milà) Barcelona’s quintessential Modernista building and Gaudí creation. Hours: Daily 9:00-20:30, Nov-Feb until 18:30; early-bird and after-hours visits available.

▲▲Park Güell Colorful Gaudí-designed park overlooking the city. Hours: Daily April-Oct 9:30-20:30 (last entry at 19:30), rest of the year 9:30 until sunset.

▲▲Catalan Art Museum World-class showcase of this region’s art, including a substantial Romanesque collection. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-20:00 (Oct-April until 18:00), Sun 10:00-15:00, closed Mon year-round.

▲La Boqueria Market Colorful but touristy produce market just off the Ramblas. Hours: Mon-Sat 8:00-20:30, closed Sun.

▲Palau Güell Exquisitely curvy Gaudí interior and fantasy rooftop. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-20:00, Nov-March until 17:30, closed Mon year-round.

▲Maritime Museum A sailor’s delight, housed in a medieval shipyard. Hours: Daily 10:00-20:00.

▲Barcelona Cathedral Colossal Gothic cathedral ringed by distinctive chapels. Hours: Mon-Fri 9:30-19:15, Sat until 18:00, Sun 14:00-17:00; access may be limited during services.


▲Sardana Dances Traditional dance in which Catalans join hands in a circle, celebrating their proud identity. Hours: Sun at 11:15, many Sat at 18:00, less frequent mid-June-July, none in Aug.

▲Frederic Marès Museum Quirky museum with wonderful collection of religious art, as well as Marès’ collection of bric-a-brac. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-19:00, Sun 11:00-20:00, closed Mon.

▲Barcelona History Museum—Plaça del Rei One-stop trip through town history, from Roman times to today. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-19:00, Sun until 20:00, closed Mon.

▲Santa Caterina Market Fine market hall built on the site of an old monastery and updated with a wavy Gaudí-inspired roof. Hours: Mon-Sat 7:30-15:30, Tue and Thu-Fri until 20:30, closed Sun; shorter hours Tue and Thu in July-Aug.

▲Church of Santa Maria del Mar Catalan Gothic church built by wealthy medieval shippers. Hours: Mon-Sat 10:00-18:00, Sun 13:30-17:00.

▲Sant Antoni Market Local-feeling 19th-century market complex at the edge of the El Raval neighborhood. Hours: Mon-Sat 8:00-20:30, closed Sun, clothing stalls also closed Tue.

▲Casa Batlló Gaudí-designed home topped with fanciful dragon-inspired roof. Hours: Daily 9:00-19:15 (last entry).

▲Recinte Modernista de Sant Pau Modernista hospital complex designed by Lluís Domènech i Montaner. Hours: Daily 9:30-18:30, until 17:00 in winter.

▲Casa Vicens Gaudí’s first commission, a tile-slathered summer home set in a garden. Hours: Daily 10:00-20:00, shorter hours Nov-March.

▲Fundació Joan Miró World’s best collection of works by Catalan modern artist Joan Miró and his contemporaries. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-20:00, Sun until 19:00, shorter hours in winter, closed Mon year-round.

▲Barcelona’s Beaches Fun-filled, man-made beaches reaching from the harbor to the Fòrum.




Still, if you come to Barcelona...you’ve got to ramble the Ramblas. And if you stroll first thing in the morning, you’ll find it more local and peaceful.

The word “Ramblas” is plural; the street is actually a succession of five separately named segments. But street signs and addresses treat it as a single long street—“La Rambla,” singular. This one-hour walk will help you see beyond the crowds and knick-knacks to discover the essence of the area. On the wide central sidewalk, you’ll raft the river of tourism as you pass plenty of historic bits and pieces of this great city.

When to Go: The Ramblas is two different streets by day and by night. To fully experience its yin and yang, walk it once in the evening and again in the morning, grabbing breakfast on a stool in a market café. Note that the Ramblas can be rowdy and off-putting late at night or after the Barça soccer team wins a match.

Pickpockets: The Ramblas is prime hunting ground for pickpockets. Keep only today’s spending money in your front pocket; make sure your credit/debit cards, extra cash, and passport are buttoned, zipped, or tucked away in your money belt.

WCs: You’ll find WCs at La Boqueria, the courtyard at Palau de la Virreina (#99), beneath the statue at Plaça del Teatre, and at the Maremagnum mall at the end of this walk.

Eating: The eateries here are tourist traps: Avoid them. But just off the street you’ll find a few handy lunch spots, and the stalls of La Boqueria Market invite grazing. For recommendations, see here.



[image: image] Self-Guided Walk


• Start your ramble on Plaça de Catalunya, at the top of the Ramblas.




1 Plaça de Catalunya


Dotted with fountains, statues, and pigeons—and ringed by grand buildings—this plaza is Barcelona’s center. Plaça de Catalunya is the hub for the Metro, bus, airport shuttle, and Bus Turístic. Of the region’s eight million Catalans, more than half live in greater Barcelona. Plaça de Catalunya is their Times Square.

[image: image]
Geographically, the 12-acre square links the narrow streets of old Barcelona with the broad boulevards of the newer city (the Eixample). Four grand thoroughfares radiate from here: The Ramblas is the popular tourist promenade; Passeig de Gràcia, Barcelona’s answer to Paris’ Champs-Elysées, has fashionable shops and cafés (and noisy traffic); Rambla de Catalunya is equally fashionable but cozier and more pedestrian-friendly; and Avinguda del Portal de l’Angel (shopper-friendly and traffic-free) leads to the Barri Gòtic.

[image: image]

While Plaça de Catalunya is the center of Barcelona, it’s also the cultural heart of the entire Catalunya region. At the Ramblas end of the square, the odd, inverted-staircase monument represents the shape of Catalunya. An inscription honors one of its former presidents, Francesc Macià i Llussà, who declared independence for the breakaway region in 1931. (It didn’t quite stick.) Sculptor Josep Maria Subirachs, whose work you’ll see at the Sagrada Família, designed it. These days, Catalans gather on the square by the tens of thousands to demonstrate passionately about whether Catalunya should be independent from Spain.

The giant El Corte Inglés department store on the square’s northeast side has just about anything you might need. And the Hotel Iberostar, towering over the square at the top end, has a seventh-floor rooftop garden cocktail bar with commanding views (€15 to take the elevator up, includes one drink, skybarbcn.com [URL inactive]).

• Cross the street, head down about 30 yards, and pause to take in the scene.




2 Top of the Ramblas


The street called the Ramblas stretches before you, sloping gently downhill from here to the harbor. It’s dotted with trees and ironwork lampposts, lined with fanciful buildings, paved with colorful mosaics, and trod upon by thousands of people—mostly tourists—both day and night.

Start with the ornate black and gold lamppost on your right. The base is a water tap called the Fountain of Canaletes, which has been a local favorite for more than a century. When Barcelona tore down its medieval wall and created this elegant promenade, this fountain was one of its early attractions. Legend says that a drink from the fountain ensures that you’ll come back to Barcelona one day. The fountain is still a popular rendezvous spot and a gathering place for celebrations and demonstrations.

[image: image]
Rambla means “stream” in Arabic. Many Catalan towns, established where rivers approach the sea, have streets called “Ramblas.” The stream that once flowed here was more of a drainage ditch along one of the medieval walls enclosing the Barri Gòtic (to the left). Today Barcelona’s “stream” has become a river of humanity.

As you survey the Ramblas action, get your bearings for our stroll. You’ll see the following features here and all along the way:

Skinny Balconies: Look up to see the city’s characteristic shallow balconies. They’re functional as well as decorative, with windows opening from floor to ceiling to allow light and air into the tight, dark spaces of these cramped old buildings.

Hardy Plane Trees: The deciduous trees lining the boulevard are known for their peeling bark and toughness in urban settings. They’re ideal for the climate, letting in maximum sun in the winter and providing maximum shade in the summer.

[image: image]
Fixed Chairs: Nearby, notice the chairs fixed to the sidewalk at jaunty angles. Seats are free, and it’s the best people-watching in town. Enjoy these chairs while you can—you’ll find virtually no public benches or other seating farther down the Ramblas, only cafés that serve beer and sangria in just one (expensive) size: gegant.

ONCE Booths: Across from the fountain, notice the first of many booths along this walk that sell lottery tickets in support of ONCE, Spain’s organization for the blind.

Soccer Souvenirs: You’ll see soccer paraphernalia, especially the scarlet and blue of FC Barcelona—known as Barça. (Purists may want to wait to obtain their gear at an official Barça Store—one is coming up just down the street.) The team motto, “More than a club” (Mes que un club), suggests that Barça represents not only athletic prowess but also Catalan cultural identity.

• Continue strolling.

Walk 100 yards farther to #115, with an entrance flanked by two columns and a fine facade struggling to be noticed above the Ramblas ruckus. This marks the venerable Royal Academy of Science and Arts building (now home to a performing-arts theater). The building is emblematic of the city’s striking architecture from the late 1800s—an industrial boom time that brought lots of construction. The Carrefour supermarket next door has cheap groceries (at #113). And across the street (at #124) is the Barça Store—a kind of temple to soccer.

• Remember that each of the Ramblas segments has its own name. You’re now standing at what was the...





3 Rambla of the Little Birds


A generation ago the Ramblas had a different kind of commerce. Locals came here for their










4 Betlem Church
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5 Rambla of Flowers
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6 La Boqueria Market
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7 Heart of the Ramblas
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8 Plaça Reial
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9 El Raval Neighborhood
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10 Columbus Monument
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11 Waterfront
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BARRI GÒTIC WALK
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1 Avinguda del Portal de l’Angel
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2 Church of Santa Anna
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3 Els Quatre Gats









4 Fountain







5 Plaça Nova
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Independence for Catalunya?
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6 Barcelona Cathedral
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Gegants
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7 Casa de l’Ardiaca








8 Monument to the Martyrs of Independence







9 Plaça Sant Felip Neri
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10 Jewish Quarter (El Call)









11 Carrer del Bisbe Bridge








12 Plaça de Sant Jaume
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13 Roman Temple of Augustus (Temple Roma d’August)
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14 Plaça del Rei
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