

    
        
          Country To Country: Tales of living in 8 countries over 13 years

        

        
        
          Elliot Lord

        

        
          Published by Elliot Lord, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      COUNTRY TO COUNTRY: TALES OF LIVING IN 8 COUNTRIES OVER 13 YEARS

    

    
      First edition. September 23, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Elliot Lord.

    

    
    
      Written by Elliot Lord.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Country To Country

––––––––
[image: ]


Tales of living in 8 countries over 13 years

© 2021 Elliot Lord

All rights reserved

Contents

Introduction

The Little Motorino

All Work And All Play

Where Are My Keys?

In The Big City

Hole Is Where I Live

Checking Out, Sir?

All Change At Düsseldorf

A Prolonged Stay In Cologne

Trials and Errors

A Time To Reflect

Into The Cloudforest

A World Away

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Introduction


[image: ]


This book is a collection of anecdotes from my time of living in different countries. I spent a total of fourteen years living outside my native country of the United Kingdom, which I began doing straight after I finished university in 1997.

That summer, I went on holiday with some friends to Provence, France. This was the only other country I'd ever been to before, but when I discovered just how beautiful Provence is, with its enchanting old towns and seeing just how vivid the colours were over there, coming back to Wolverhampton left me with the feeling that I wanted to get away. 

My first venture was teaching English in Slovakia and I have written a full story of that year in my book Home Is Where You Live (this is why it says 13 years in the subheading of this book's title). In short, I had a great experience and thought that I couldn't possibly just go back to living my life as I had done previously (where I didn't have a job or a career path laid out as a recent graduate), so I was eager to find my next adventure. I was already hooked on being a teacher and as a native speaker of English, I knew that I effectively had a passport to the world. My long term plan was to do a teacher training course (PGCE) but I was dying to go to another country. I got a job in Greece, but thought that if I went there, it would be difficult to apply to university, so I had to reject it and stay in the UK to get my place on the course. As soon as that was confirmed, I was off. Italy was my next destination in 1999 and this is where this book starts.

You will read about my experiences; good and bad, and how my eyes were opened to many differences in cultures, which was something I really enjoyed. As you may imagine, living in and adjusting to so many different cultures can lead to many amusing and quirky stories emerging, so, without trying to write about everything that happened over fourteen years (you're welcome!) I hope you will enjoy reading my anecdotes that have been good memories for me.

Elliot Lord
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By early 1999, I was 26 years old and I'd lived in Slovakia since graduating from university. I haven't started with that story as I've already written the book about my time there, called Home Is Where You Live. I'd stayed in England for a while after that to concentrate on getting a place at university to study my teaching qualification, the PGCE. I was reluctant to be there because I'd already experienced what it's like to live abroad. I'd had a great year in Slovakia, visiting lots of towns, teaching some lovely students and making some good friends.

Living back in Wolverhampton and staying with my parents again wasn't the ideal situation, but I had to do it. It would take a while to go through the application process for university. I'd completed the paperwork, but we had to go in for an interview and also to do a presentation about ourselves. It wouldn't be until January when I'd find out if I was successful, so I'd taken on a teaching assistant position in a school in my town to get some more experience.

The job was fine but I really didn't like being back at square one again with where I was living. For this reason, I'd already started looking for teaching jobs abroad in Europe. It wasn't the best time of the year to be starting as the academic year had already begun, but there were a few that were available. There was one programme for English assistants in different countries for people who were looking to go into teaching. There were a few places listed, but one that caught my eye was Tuscany, Italy. I'd been to Provence on holiday not long ago and absolutely loved it. I'd heard that Tuscany was meant to be something like that; an idyllic setting with vineyards and old towns and great weather. It certainly piqued my interest. 

They were flexible about when people could start work, so when it was confirmed that I had been accepted onto the PGCE, I got in touch with the programme and arranged to fly out in two weeks.

I felt bad about leaving my school after only four months, but I was desperate to get away again and there wasn't much of a choice to make about staying in the industrial town where I was born or the sunny countryside of Italy. I would be working for four months there with primary age children.

I had never actually flown before apart from being in a glider when I was a child, so I booked my first flight on a commercial airline to fly to Pisa on Tuesday the 9th of February. I tried not to think about the flight as I didn't know if I would be scared to fly or not.

The train to Stansted was half an hour late arriving so I had to rush through the airport. This, of course, was also my first time doing this, so it was pretty unnerving. The plane was due to take off in ten minutes and I had to run to the gate with my suitcase as there was no time to check it in. I just about made it. I don't know what I would have done if it had gone wrong.

I was met in Pisa by a middle aged couple, Anna and Roberto. Anna was a teacher at one of the schools and would be my supervisor. I would stay with them at their house while I looked for somewhere to live. Thankfully, Anna had done some research and found three places for me to look at. I was to be based in Lucca, a smallish town not far north of Pisa and their house was in a village called Guamo, which was one of the places I'd be working in.

Being early February, Tuscany didn't look at its peak; it was cold and raining, but at least the weather would get better over my time here. The buildings looked a bit shabby compared to Provence, too, so I wasn't breath-taken by it yet. I was rushed straight into the school the next morning and worked for a couple of hours. I would have preferred to start looking at the flats, but at least we had an excellent lunch, a huge spread of food for the staff and even with bottles of wine. It was a step up from fish fingers and mash in British schools.

I learned that Italian meal times are quite different to English ones. Breakfast here tends to be quite a low-key affair with the emphasis on coffee, but then so is the rest of the day really. Lunch is usually about 1pm and consists of a full meal of maybe pasta, followed by salad with bread, cheese, red wine then, again, coffee. This quantity of food means dinner doesn't happen until about 8pm which is as large as the lunch and with more red wine. By what I'm used to, this seems like a lot of food every day but it doesn't mean that the Italian people are all fat as the food is so healthy. They have a real love for their food here, much like France and they don't take mealtimes lightly. It's always a full-on event with lots of preparation involved.

I visited the school with Anna again and the children generally seemed nice and enthusiastic about me being here. Communicating is another thing entirely, though. As I'd only really been learning Italian for two weeks before I arrived, I couldn't say very much, though I was surprised to understand as much as I did. Some conversations I could get the gist of pretty well, but other times it was hopeless, especially if people were talking directly to me.

I found out that I was going to be working in five different village schools in the area, with Anna at two of them, another teacher at one, then another at the other two. They were progressively further away from Lucca each day of the week and it wouldn't have been practical to be picked up by someone each day because they all had their own timetables or didn't live in Lucca. That was the only place I would consider living as it would be far too quiet living in a tiny little village.

Anna's suggestion was to borrow a scooter off a friend of hers. These are, of course, very common in Italy but I'd never been in control of any motor vehicle before, let alone in a country where I didn't know the road rules. Neither do the Italians, it seems. Seat belts are never worn and nobody seems too bothered about cutting you up or driving the wrong way down one-way streets. That should be fun then! Drivers get offended if you as a passenger put your seat-belt on. I did this one time as, of course, it's automatic in Britain, but I really struck a nerve by doing it when I got into one of the teacher's cars, reached for the seatbelt and found him looking at me as if to say 'Don't you trust me or something?'

It did actually sound like a good idea to be able to ride around the Tuscan countryside when the weather was nice, but it wasn't time for that yet.

Anna dropped me off in Lucca so I could have my first look around. The weather was bitterly cold considering I was in Italy. As I walked around the medieval town my first impressions were that it was rather scruffy. All that presented itself to me was the graffiti and crumbling plaster on the outside of the buildings. Because of the season, there wasn't much colour in the city, so I had to remind myself that it would look and feel better when it got warmer. I spent about three hours walking round. It didn't have too much of a medieval charm about it. There were one or two attractive cafés and it does have its attractions like the oval-shaped former amphitheatre, which is now a square (if you get what I mean – imagine a town square that is oval-shaped!) but the cold and my tiredness were all that I was left thinking about when Anna picked me up to take me back to Guamo.

Before arriving in Italy I'd received an email from Anna about three flats. The first two were too expensive. The third was reasonably priced but was to share with another Englishman. The message said 'He has a bedroom and a gas stove'. This made it sound like I'd be sharing a shabby old room with him while in the corner would be some Dickensian wood-burner to huddle round after we'd eaten our gruel.

I arranged to meet David with Anna in a bar called Buatino to see the flat. He told me on the phone that the room wasn't great. First impressions were mixed. He was in the middle of mending half the flat but it had a washing machine and fridge freezer, and the lounge was well decorated. David, although a fair bit older than me at 42, seemed pretty laid-back and not the kind of person who would insist on round-the-clock tidiness. That seemed fine with me. The bedroom was adequate, a window needed fixing and it was cold without a heater, but quite big and with enough furniture.

I told him I'd be in touch as I wanted to check out some other places. Anna took me for a pizza at Al Borgo nearby.

The next day we spent looking at other flats in the centre of Lucca. The situation wasn't good. One was in bad condition but still cost 900,000 Lire a month and others were at least L.650,000. It seemed there was no other option as Roberto and Anna couldn't find out about anything else, so it looked like I'd have to go for David's which, after some thought, didn't seem like such a bad option. We later agreed for me to move in on Monday after he'd sorted out the spare bedroom for me.

The following week, I moved into the flat, which was pretty basic, but I did what I could with my room to make it look liveable. I got to know the various schools in which I was working. As could be expected, some were better than others. I was working in two of the schools on Thursdays so would have Fridays off, which was not bad, but I didn't earn a lot of money as I was working only 16 hours a week.

On the Thursday, Anna picked me up to go and get the scooter. I was pretty apprehensive as I'd never even learned to drive in England. I collected it near Guamo and had to ride it back to my flat. Now, this was pretty daunting as not only did I have to get used to riding on the other side of the road, I wasn't aware of how the traffic system worked and I was now having to get used to how this motorino worked. Oh yes, it was also rush hour.

Lucca is a walled city, which means that the main roads go around it like a huge ring road. I was trying to focus on controlling the speed of the scooter, whilst having to figure out how everyone else was moving. There was too much to take in. I went through one red light and the wrong way up part of Borgo Gianotti. It was terrifying, but I was glad to get home without being hit.

I got off the Garelli with a big sigh of relief and thought to myself "I'm going to need to practise riding this on some quiet streets before I ride it to work." Friday was my day off, but I didn't have the courage to get back on it yet, so I cleaned the flat and went to the supermarket. It felt quite weird to spend 20,000 on the weekly shopping, but it made me smile.

David was a good guy. He worked in construction and told me that he came over here to work for six weeks. That was 17 years ago. In the mornings I rarely saw him as he usually left for work before I got up. He'd started seeing Anna, his new girlfriend after separating from his wife last June, and he stayed at hers a lot, too. We went out to Buatino, his local, which was just around the corner from the flat where he openly told me about things including his new relationship. The walls of the living room were painted in a very deep red. He explained to me that this was influenced by his marriage break-up and reflected his anger and frustration. Even though it looked quite funky and different, knowing this made it feel less so.

On Saturday, I took a deep breath and got back on the Garelli. There were some quiet streets round by where we lived, so I was able to get the feel of it better and felt more confident. I'm sure it would all get easier over time.

[image: image]
On Monday, it was my first ride to work in a village called Massa Macinaia, which I nicknamed 'Massive Machine Hire' (I think we've all had odd things go through our minds when we're on our own). The scooter had an annoying habit of cutting out on me if I had to wait at traffic lights or the level crossing. It would then refuse to start again. After spending five minutes trying to kick-start it and with no success, I pushed it to the nearest garage, thinking it must be low on petrol. However, I only had to buy L.1500 worth so it wasn't that as the tank will hold around L.5-6000. Just for a point of reference, one pound is about 2000 Lire. Luckily, it started again after filling up so I got to Massa only ten minutes late. The bike continued this trend every day of the week. It was only a 50cc scooter and pretty old, so I was going to have to get used to this kind of thing.

By now I was settling in okay. All the official stuff was sorted out at the Questura, which was just to be a registered citizen, etc. I had my own transport which even worked sometimes, and half the time I had the flat to myself. But I was also bored quite a lot. I only worked part-time and I didn't really know anyone here, so I had loads of free time. I ended up walking around Lucca quite a bit, but at least I could familiarise myself with it. The walls impressed me the most in this city. They surround the old part entirely, which means they stretch for 4km. They are so big and thick that the top has been developed into a park in some areas and there are even roads on some parts of it. It was built over about 200 years in the middle ages and unsurprisingly, Lucca never got attacked. I would imagine that you couldn't even fire a missile through this.

I wanted to see how much Italian I could learn while I was here. I'd brought a self-study book with me, but found that David also had one and it was better quality than mine. I'd studied Spanish at university for a year as an elective module and that helped with understanding the grammar. Some of the vocabulary was similar as well so I felt I was picking it up quite well. It obviously helped that I was hearing it all the time and having to speak it to most of my colleagues at the different schools.

I went to Florence on the next Friday as there was a meeting arranged for the language assistants who were dotted around the country. This was quite good as, for me, it wasn't long after I'd arrived. I got to meet a few people and some of us stayed overnight there and we had a chat and got to see the city, which certainly has a lot to offer, like the Ponte Vecchio, the cathedral and the Uffizi art gallery, which houses The Birth of Venus  and some originals by Leonardo da Vinci.

Back in Lucca, the nearest church to me was San Frediano, with its spectacular mosaic on the front. It dates back to the 13th century and has a gold background. It depicts the ascension of Christ and the style of the figures gives light to it being very old due to its fairly primitive way of depicting people, and in this case angels. The most striking feature of this basilica however has to be the body of St Zita which is on display in a chapel near the entrance. She was a woman who died in 1278 but still has her skin and looks like she could have died a few weeks ago. It was most fascinating to see something this incredible. The story has it that she was never embalmed, either. There wasn't much other information about her, but it's something that would stick in my mind for many years afterwards and I ended up doing some research about her life and writing a story about her, called Calming the Storm with a Single Word.

The next week started off well. The weather was sunny and it was around 18ºC. I'd managed to get in touch with Joanne, who I'd met in Florence and who also worked in Lucca. I needed some human contact as I was spending most of the time on my own still. I found the Italians here to be very aloof and practically impossible to get to talk to. It felt like they put up a barrier around themselves and people around my age were generally very immature and were more like 16 year olds. With my colleagues, I found it easier to talk to people around 40 as I felt on the same wavelength as them.

I met Joanne and we went out for a walk and found out a bit about each other. She was working in a secondary school so didn't have to move around like me, which was good, but I wouldn't want to be in secondary.

The good weather here didn't last. It went from nice spring weather to three days of massive thunderstorms, in which I had to ride back home on Thursday. As I'd said, the schools got further and further away as the week went on, so it turned out that I was 15km from home on a hair-drier on wheels that wouldn't go any faster than 40kph unless it was falling vertically down a cliff.

I didn't have my helmet with me as I'd got used to riding like the Italians, i.e. irresponsibly and also, the weather was fine when I'd left in the morning, but the clouds came back mid-afternoon.

I didn't have any waterproof clothes, either and had to trundle home while it seemed that a fire engine was following me and they were just aiming the hose straight down on my head. The rain was stinging my face and my jeans were stuck to my legs. It felt ridiculous to be casually riding along the country roads getting wetter than I think I have ever been before. I just wanted to get off and go and sulk in a chicken shack while I waited for the storm to pass.

I finally made it home and as I got off the scooter and entered our building, my boots squelched as they were so full of water. I got inside and peeled my jeans off. My skin was red from where I'd literally been soaked to the skin. Ah, the independence of having my own vehicle at last.

The next day, I wanted to try to rearrange my timetable as I hated being at one of the schools. The students in our class were almost impossible to teach, due to their behaviour and the food they served was either terrible or non-vegetarian. I went to Guamo, the nearest school to me, to talk to Anna and we came to some agreements, which I was happier with, but on the way home I ran out of petrol. This was usually no big deal, except that in Italy, petrol stations close for lunch for two and a half hours. It was just after 12.30 and I couldn't believe my bad luck. I was in Verciano and had to push the scooter all the way, which took an hour.

I'd arranged to go out with Joanne tonight, but when I phoned, she couldn't make it. It was disappointing as I still hadn't been out for a drink at the weekend. This was a trend set to continue and I never saw her again.

My new timetable for Thursdays was better as I was with a different class, who were more enthusiastic and I didn't have to stay there for lunch. Instead, I went back to San Leonardo, where the food was almost always excellent.

On the way back, I tried a different route, which was along a main road. It was long and straight, but ahead of me, I noticed a car slowly pulling out of a junction into my path. Because of its lack of speed I thought it would obviously stop when the driver saw me, but to my surprise, the car kept advancing. On the other side of the road was a lorry and as I got closer, I realised the car wasn't stopping. I had to brake suddenly and couldn't swerve around it because of the lorry, so ended up colliding with the car's front wheel. It was only slight, but I was furious with the driver. I pulled up to the window and had a go at her in English. I was in no state to try using my broken Italian. However, she was genuinely sorry and even spoke to me in English. It was certainly an adventure being on the roads in Italy.

One Saturday, I wanted to go to Pisa. I had had a fleeting visit there a couple of weeks before when I was shown around the area with a couple of younger Italians, but I wanted to get a better look at the city. I set off around half past one on the motorino and the weather was pleasant enough. I had to go uphill for quite a while, but it was just about coping. That was, until I ran out of petrol again. I was nearly at the top, though and pushed it the summit, knowing that I'd be able to roll all the way down the other side without needing the engine. Then I remembered about the lunch 'hour'. It was a long descent so I thought I'd be able to make a lot of the journey, nevertheless, so rolled down, while admiring the view of the plains where I could see the leaning tower in the distance. 

At the foot of the hill was a petrol station and by now, I only had to wait half an hour until it was open. I sat by the river and read A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man by James Joyce to pass the time. I went back at 3 and even though it said it would be open from 3 till 7, there was no sign of anyone coming to open up. By ten past, I concluded that it wasn't reopening so had no choice but to start pushing it to my destination once more.

The road from the hill to Pisa is remarkable in that there is not one shop, house or more importantly at the time, petrol station on it and every time I went round a bend I could see the road stretching out to the horizon. I passed the time by cursing at regular intervals.

I thought I might as well give it a try to see if there was any petrol in it to at least get me part of the way there and, to my surprise, it actually got me about 3 of the remaining 6km to Pisa. I would have been walking for hours had I not tried this.

I was truly fed up when I got there and just wanted to find a petrol station and go back home. After seeing three more closed stations, I finally found a 24 hour one and filled up. This lifted my spirits somewhat so I continued into Pisa and enjoyed looking around the cathedral and baptistery. There wasn't much else to see in the town, so I tentatively got back on my wind-up toy and conquered the hill. I was just relieved to be back home without another drama to get through.

I was still racking my brains trying to think of things to do most of the time and one Wednesday, after working with Anna-Maria in San Leonardo, I asked if she wanted to meet up later. She was around my age and was a nice person to know. We walked around Lucca and the walls and had a good chat. We discussed the teacher recruitment situation and I was astonished to find out what it was like in Italy.

Each year, to apply for a job, they have to do a test as part of the application process because there are so many applicants for the jobs, especially in secondary. If you're not successful, you simply have to wait for next year's application process and try again until you get lucky or just lose hope. It's completely the opposite to in Britain, where they are desperate for teachers. To make it even more unbelievable, newly qualified teachers in Italy earn about 60% of the salary of NQTs in the UK, which is the lowest in the EU.

It had been 5 days since my last scooter incident, so I was surely overdue for the next one. On the way to the school in Colle there is a rising hairpin bend in the road. I don't know if I was just being too confident and going too fast or it was because of the loose stones on the ground but I came skidding off; the scooter buckling its front wheel and me landing on my left knee that I had dislocated in Slovakia a year ago.

I was a bit shocked but managed to get to school, which wasn't much further. I was mostly worried about my knee, but it recovered after a few days as it should have done. I got the bike fixed easily by the father of one of the pupils, which was fortunate.

A couple of weeks later, there was a public holiday and the weather was good again. I was a big fan of Leonardo, and the village where he came from, Vinci, was in Tuscany. I thought I'd go for a ride to see if it would be possible to get there. It was about 50km away so should be doable in about an hour. The roads were absolutely awful with potholes and just missing chunks of the sides of the roads, due to this being a major lorry route. It was like being off-road with the amount of swerving I had to do and as I reached Altopascio, about 20km into the journey, the Garelli just cut out. Even though it was so typical, I couldn't believe it. I thought I'd just finally blown the engine out or something, so I found a payphone and sheepishly called Anna to rescue me. She came out and we took it to a nearby mechanic, who said there was no oil mixed in the petrol. I concluded that this had happened when I filled it up before setting out and the attendant had switched the percentage the wrong way to 0% instead of 3%.

This meant that it would need a new cylinder, which wasn't going to be cheap. Anna drove me back and I would have to wait until Saturday to collect it. When it got to Saturday, Anna picked me up to get the scooter and she had a couple of items of good news. Firstly, the school directorate was going to pay for it as it was my mode of work transport. This was brilliant because the repairs cost L. 200,000 (£100), so that was a welcome relief. The second thing was that one of Anna's friends was in need of private lessons. I was glad to accept, but also a bit apprehensive as I had never taught privately before, always turning down the opportunity when it arose in Slovakia because I didn't need the money.

I rode the scooter back, having to take it easy for the first five fills of the tank, but it would be more powerful than before. Did that mean I could go up to 5kph faster now?)

I had made a couple of friends in Italy, both of whom were assistants elsewhere and who I'd met that time in Florence. One was Andrea, a Slovak woman who lived in Venice and Mike, an English guy who lived on the Adriatic coast and whom I visited a couple of times and he came to visit me. It was good to have a couple of friends, but they were both so far away and this was in the days before mobile phones and everyone having computers, so Mike and I would write letters to each other to plan getting together.

In Lucca, though, I was counting down the days to when I could leave. It felt like a milestone when I'd reached the halfway point of two months. I was getting on fine with the private lessons and a bit of extra cash was definitely welcome, but I didn't have much to do with it as all I had my suitcase that I'd come with and that's what was going back. I also started giving private lessons to Anna and Roberto (he was going to do a job in the far east and needed to improve his English a bit). It was rewarding for me as I truly enjoy teaching and it was a chance for me to develop my skills in this line of teaching.

I'd been in Italy for three months now and had become on good terms with a lot of the staff. My Italian was coming on well and I was now able to have conversations and understand the gist of most things. Because of my lack of social life, I decided to propose doing some adult classes for the parents and staff. I wasn't bothered about being paid for it, I just liked the idea of doing them a favour. My boss agreed to buying some textbooks for them and we set up an elementary group. When we came to the first class, I was surprised to find he'd bought a box full of student books, workbooks and CDs for each student to have. I was only going to be here for three more weeks, so we'd only be able to get up to unit 3 of the 15! However, it showed Giorgio was a good guy and he wanted to show people that he'd give them the best.

I was trying to get some summer school work and had sorted out some work with ISIS. That's ISIS Oxford School of English, before you get shocked at my sudden change of plans. I was really feeling like a proper teacher now and was always looking at how I could come up with activities that inspired and entertained the kids more than the usual boring textbooks. I came up with a storybook that uses similar sentences, but the target vocabulary changes on each page that forms the story and I drew out a cartoon book called Alex and the Zoo, where Alex goes to the shops but ends up giving away all the food to animals in the zoo. I tried it out with the little ones in San Leonardo and they really enjoyed it, wanting me to read it to them again. I tried it with older classes, too and they also enjoyed it, so I was up for writing some more of these and seeing if I could get them published.

I'd applied for some other summer school jobs in different countries and got a reply from one in Spain. They offered me 3 weeks there, which was less than the one I'd already got, but it was a way to go to another country already and was far too tempting to turn down.

I was getting to the end of my time in Italy and although I'd been bored here for most of the time and pissed off with a lot of aspects of Italy, it finished quite nicely. I'd taught the adult class a few times and they invited me out to a restaurant with them. I noticed that I was able to be involved in a group conversation fully in Italian, with people interjecting from all sides. I was quite proud that I'd gone from no Italian to this in just four months. They also bought me some presents, including a fancy pen and a bum-bag, but the best one was that they'd bought me a new watch. The one I'd got had a broken strap so I used to just put it on the table and they must have noticed this. I thought that was really sweet of them.

I went for a goodbye meal in my last week there. I wanted to make a speech to thank everyone for being so welcoming. I should point out that this is one of the really good things about Italians. when you're meant to be there, they can make you feel very included in the group. Roberto asked me if I was going to say anything. I stood up and, in Italian, I thanked everyone for their help, especially Anna and Giorgio for never being troubled by anything I'd asked for.

Then, for some reason, I started crying. I don't know if it was because I was emotional or I was nervous about making a speech in Italian, but hopefully they all thought it was because I was sad to be leaving them.

Even though I thought that it hadn't been as good as I expected, there were some good people and good times here. I'd developed as a teacher and learnt a new language. There were some good memories. And there was that little motorino.
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​All Work And All Play


[image: ]


1. Even though I hadn't had a great time in Italy, it didn't put me off wanting to go and live somewhere else. I was fully aware that I was fortunate enough (as a native English speaker) to be able to teach in almost any country and I wanted to take advantage of this. I had discovered that teaching was my vocation by now and I'd turned down the offer of teaching in a summer school in the UK for 6 weeks and making over £1500 for a job in Spain where I only had 3 weeks work confirmed and would make £90 a week. I flew over to Barcelona in late June 1999 and, after spending a day there, I went to get a train to where I was going to be working. By the time I was in the station, I didn't have much time before my train left and it doesn't help when you're unfamiliar with how their system works, let alone not great at using the language. Being in Catalonia (or Catalunya), a lot of the signs were in their own language as well. I'd just been learning Italian for the previous four months, so it became quite confusing to know where I was in that respect.

I noticed a ticket-punching machine, which looked similar to ones I'd used in Italy, so I thought I'd better stamp mine just in case. I then found my ticket was captured by the machine going in and out of it at lightning speed as I looked at it in horror. I tried to grab it, but it was almost impossible to do so. A man and his child stood by, watching my predicament and I finally managed to seize it, but the machine wasn't going to give up and it beat me, leaving me with a small fraction of what I'd paid for. I know there are cultural differences that we just have to get used to, but come on, this couldn't be normal!

With 800 Pesetas (about £3) down the drain and 5 minutes before departure, the man pointed to the ticket counters where the queues would have taken at least 6 minutes to get through.

I just had to get on the train and think of how I could explain what had happened to the inspector. When he arrived, I did my best, but wasn't able to make myself clear. I was rescued by a woman sitting across the aisle from me, who translated for me. I just had to buy a new ticket and as I got taking to the woman who helped me, she turned out to be Becky, who was going to be working at the same school as me.

We arrived in Tarragona, which is about one hour west of Barcelona and still on the coast. The director picked us up and we met another recruit called Nick. As we passed through Tarragona on our way to the school, I thought it looked like an attractive place that I'd like to check out.

The school was in a great location as it was also near to the beach. We would have a couple of days to acclimatise before the students started arriving on the Saturday. Another teacher, Liz, was already there, but most of them were still yet to arrive. Nick, Liz and I didn't have much to do as the buildings where we'd be living and working were mostly empty, so we sat around talking about summer schools. Nick hadn't taught before and he remained quite quiet as we said how intense summer schools can be compared to teaching in the academic year (I'd worked at one in Birmingham the year before, teaching Italian and Greek teenagers and it is hard going when you're teaching them every day and they see it as just being on holiday).

I knew that the teachers would be staying in shared accommodation and I thought it would be two to a bedroom. Instead, we had dormitories and most of them were four beds made of two bunk beds. This didn't exactly thrill me as it felt like being kids on a school trip. The teachers and monitors (who looked after and entertained the children outside of lesson times) had their own floor, which had two toilets and four showers between over twenty staff.

A few of the other teachers came during the day, mostly women except for Steve, who crawled out of his room in the evening to say hello to Amy, whom he already knew. They were from the same town in the south east of England. There was an American teacher called Amy and a Scottish one, called Amy. Well, this wasn't what we expected. We had to refer to them by their nationality during the summer. 

I was 26 at the time and most of the teachers were between 24 and 27, which was good as we were at similar stages in our lives; we'd lived a bit and got used to being adults, but still young enough to want to make the most of our time here.

On the first night, there was only me and Nick staying in our dormitory (Steve was staying in one of the monitors' rooms). It was still quiet around here, so I managed to sleep fine, but I was awoken at 6am by Nick, who told me that someone had locked the door from the outside and he needed the toilet. Our rooms were on a level above a flat roof and we could climb out the window onto that and make our way round, so I told him to do that and tried to get back to sleep. I was woken up again not long after by the sound of Nick carrying his rucksack out of the room. I wondered why he wanted to put his things in the corridor. As I tried to go back to sleep, the strangeness of this situation prevented me, so I looked around the room and I noticed that all of his things were gone. On the bedside table was a scrap of paper. Intrigued, I got up to see what that was. It read “Gone home to UK.”

I sat on the edge of my bed in disbelief at this scant piece of information. We hadn't done anything yet. Never mind teaching, we hadn't even had a meeting to tell us about the job. Nick had flown over to Spain, taken the train here and was off again after about fifteen hours. I remembered he'd been looking at a train timetable as we were going to bed, but I didn't think anything of it. He'd been lying on his bed still fully clothed as he perused it, but I just assumed it was just for something to do. He must have tried to get the first train back to Barcelona.

Naturally, it formed the topic of conversation over breakfast on Friday, much to everyone's astonishment.

Some of the Spanish monitors had appeared and we still didn't have all the teachers yet, but we had a meeting anyway to inform us about the job. It mostly sounded fine, but we had extra duties like serving food on a rota basis, which we weren't happy about. The apparent reason for this was so the students had to speak in English when asking for their food, but we were pretty sure that it was so they didn't have to employ any more staff.

Later on we decided to check out the beach. It was only ten minutes walk away and was beautiful. There was a castle there in good condition and the weather was perfect with a cloudless sky and the beach was stone-free. There was also a bar where we thought would be a good place to spend the afternoon. As we sat and drank, a guy came over and asked if we were teachers. He introduced himself as Paul and I'd seen his application form in the staff room, noticing that he worked for the same academy that I had in Slovakia. He was based in the capital, where I'd been many times for our monthly meetings. He sat down to join us.

“So Paul,” I said. “I saw that you work in Slovakia.”

“Yes,” he replied.

“So how's Phil Smyth?”

He looked at me for a few seconds in silence before replying with “It's a small world!” Phil had been my teaching partner the year before last and I knew he'd transferred to Bratislava after I left. We already had things to talk about that we both knew of as well as people we both knew and we got off to a good start.

We headed back to the school just for a change of scenery and to see if anyone else had turned up yet. As we sat outside, a man came over who didn't look like a teacher, if there is such a look. At first sight, with his short-cropped hair, he looked a bit scary, but Mark turned out to be a highly entertaining character (not his real name and you will understand why as this story progresses). He'd just been teaching in Botswana and he had so many hilarious stories to tell. It just goes to show that not everything is as it first appears.

Saturday was when the kids were arriving and we had to dress smartly in our teachers t-shirts, trousers and shoes with no headwear or sunglasses. It was just as well that the sun was beating down on us all day then. We just had to be there to simply appear to the parents. However, another of our duties was to carry the suitcases like hotel porters while our monitor-partners did all the talking and most of teachers understood nothing of what was going on. Total chaos ensued as we lost our monitors along the way. Some of us decided to accidentally get lost for a while and smoke a cigarette.

A replacement for Nick had been found at short notice. They had to try to find someone who was already in the area and spoke English. Christina was a hairdresser/ go-go dancer, who was some sort of mix of English, French and Spanish and we only understood her partially with her pseudo-Scouse accent. She turned out to be someone who was quite aggressive and she pissed most of the teachers off from the beginning. She also flirted very openly with Paul, even in front of the children and was sacked after just three days when the students complained that she couldn't spell, let alone teach English.

My teaching partner was Claire, who I thought was very middle class and well spoken. She was not necessarily the kind of person I would end up mixing with normally, but we got on really well. She was very scatty, which made it easy to make fun of her. Claire would put a book down on the table and it would then take her two hours to find it again.

We worked well as a team, though. On the one hand, I was now an experienced teacher and the books we used I had used in Italy and I could help her with teaching activities. On the other hand, I was usually mentally drained after lessons and need to just chill for a while, so I could leave things to Claire in terms of preparation.

Claire and I would essentially have two classes and we'd swap after the first lesson so the kids have some differentiation then return to our own class in the afternoon. We were teaching 8 and 9 year olds and overall they were fine to teach. We had horrible portacabins to work in though, which had one big table in the middle with benches on either side, then the teachers' desk and a blackboard at the front. They had air conditioning, thankfully, as they would have been hell to work in during a Spanish summer. They were not very nice boxes to be stuck in for most of the day though.

Over the week, things were going alright. Our director was happy with what we told her we were doing and our meetings reduced in frequency with time. In place of the meetings after the working day, us teachers tended to have our own staff meetings at the nearby campsite bar. It was run by a Scotswoman, which helped with us being able to use the pool even though we weren't staying on her premises. 

In the evenings, we were expected to take part in the kids' parties as well, but because we'd been teaching all day along with planning and preparing, we felt we just wanted to get away for a while. This affected our relationship with the monitors because they saw us as not wanting to be a part of the overall experience. It was fine for them, they didn't have to do the work that we did during the day. They had to plan and prepare their activities, but could do it at a more relaxed pace then just have fun in the evening, which obviously the kids enjoyed more, but we had the burden of keeping them in the cabins against their will and studying, which no-one really wants to do during their summer holidays.

So our evenings were usually spent at the bar. As we spent all our time together: working, eating, sleeping and socialising, we were able to get to know each other really quickly. Most of us bonded well, too. Four of us were men and we all got on really well. Mike, as mentioned, always came out with funny stories, Steve was always up for a laugh and was quite outgoing, Paul was more laid-back like me and consequently we became good friends and had some quality conversations. His one drawback, though, was his snoring. It takes me some time to get to sleep generally, but Paul would lie down on his back and be asleep within a couple of minutes. His full-on snoring woke me up virtually every night and I'd have to wake him to ask him to turn over. One night, he was out for the count and I couldn't wake him, so when you're stretched to the limit where you can't take it any more, I threw my flip flop at him, but missed and instead just left my footprint on his wall. We had cassette players to use in the lessons and one night, I decided to record the sound of his snoring just so he could see what I was having to put up with. He looked sheepishly when I played it to him the next day, but do you think it stopped him? Honestly, when you make friends with someone, you expect them to make more effort when they're unconscious.

Anyway, back to the teachers. I got on well with most of the women, too. There was Beth and Claire, who came over together (that's not 'my' Claire, we had two of them and the three Amys). Beth told me I reminded her of one of her friends at university and we got on pretty well. I got on with two of the Amy clan fine, but didn't connect with them on any deep level. The other one, American Amy, didn't hang out with us and was more of an outsider really.

Liz, who I mentioned early on, only lasted a week as she was pissed off with how everything worked and she was replaced by another Scot, called Aileen, who was a pleasant character as well.

After Christina's sacking, Caitlin arrived on the scene. When she came into the staff room to be introduced to us, she gave a serious look as though she was saying “What are you all doing here?” After getting to know her, we worked out that she was only joking and she turned out to be another one who fitted into the group well. She was the only Australian on our team and was also a good laugh.

We spent most of our money on alcohol and cigarettes. It was so cheap there: 20 Nobels for 300 Pesetas (just over a pound) and 100 Pesetas for a glass of red wine. It seemed silly not to take advantage of these prices. I wouldn't normally drink wine in the UK as everyone drinks beer most of the time in pubs, but we were being influenced by the culture around us and were quite happy to join in with the locals.

Sometimes the teachers would get involved in the parties if it sounded like fun to us. We joined in with the rock n roll party as we could relate to it more. We didn't have any fitting clothes that we could wear apart from our formal white shirts, but Mark and I painted sideburns onto ourselves and the boys. The monitors would do a lot of choreographing of dance moves and we were happy to join in with Grease Lightning, so every now and then we tried to join in, but we needed a break from the whole thing sometimes, just like anyone would.

[image: image]
We certainly didn't like having to serve the food at lunchtimes, like I've said. The teachers on the rota would be serving food for half of the lunch break, which was for 45 minutes and any child would be engaged in English for no more than two minutes if they did anything other than point at what they wanted, anyway.

Being vegetarian myself, this presented more difficulties. The Spanish cooks didn't seem to be aware of such an idea, they presumed it just meant that I only ate vegetables. It took a lot of explaining to them to be able to get anything that I would consider a meal. Paul was also a veggie and they told us to make a list of things we would eat. Alas, we never got round to it, with all the other things we had to think about.

The food in general was pretty bad anyway, regardless of whether you ate meat or not. I often got omelettes as a substitute, but had them so much that my cholesterol levels must have been through the roof. Then again, with the amount of fags I smoked and alcohol I drank, I wasn't doing anything to improve the situation either.

One night, we heard of a plan to go for a meal in the nearby village of La Mora. We hadn't been off the site since we'd been here, except for the beach and the bar, so we wanted to go along, too. As relations between us and the monitors still weren't great, they went there in cars, while we had to walk. Being newcomers to a place is hard enough, but as we entered the village, we noticed all the streets looked the same. The houses were pretty much identical, but we managed to find our way. We knew we were heading for the beach, so we deduced that in general we would have to descend. This worked out well and we joined the group around a whole host of tables. We still didn't talk to the other group very much, but at least we knew each other well to not feel left out in the cold. It was a pleasant enough evening and good to do something different, but after drinking we had to find our way back through the streets.

Fortunately it didn't turn out to be a problem and we got back safely and quickly enough. However, the next day, we discovered that this was only true for our group minus two people.

Mark and Kath ended up falling behind the rest of the group and managed to lose track of us. This was mainly due to them being drunker than the rest of us. We didn't notice as we just chatted with whoever we were walking with and thinking that everything was going fine. The other two, once they'd lost us, had no idea which way to turn and ended up being trapped in the labyrinth of the village. When you can't tell if you've been on a street before or not, you can become very disorientated and they just gave up trying. They decided instead to lie down at the roadside and sleep there instead. Considering they were meant to be teaching at 10 the next morning, they must have really been at their wit's end.

As they slept, a car came past and saw them. Kath was woken up by the driver, but Mark remained out for the count. Even though she couldn't really communicate with her saviour, Kath was able to explain where they were trying to get to. She got into the car and was driven back to the school. Mark, on the hand, or on the other pavement in this story, was just left there. Kath recalled that the driver wasn't willing to take this drunken, unconscious mess as well. She got out of the car outside the school and found some of the others and everyone went off to bed.

Fortunately, as the sun came up, Mark was awakened by this and his discomfort and, on his own, he somehow managed to find his way back to the school and we kept it quiet from the Spanish contingent.

I've mentioned before that our living quarters were not exactly ideal. Apart from the two sets of bunk beds and a shared bedside table, we had two cupboards; one at the foot of each bed, which provided enough space to store our possessions in. The room that us three teachers were in was at the end of the corridor, right next to the showers; particularly next to the one that overflowed. As the showers were in regular usage between all of the staff, it was quite common to wake up to an aquatic bedroom. The water flowed in to cover most of the floor, so it was to be learned not to leave anything on the floor other than sandals and such.

Mark was using this room as well and even though he could fit his things into the cupboard, he tended to store his things away on the floor, meaning that due to his lack of interest in the concept of tidiness, he suffered the wrath of the blocked pipes more than the rest of us. 

Summer schools are quite hectic. With a high concentration of students and teachers and a short time frame to teach courses intensively, it is inevitable that it will be hard to find the resources you need as there's never going to be enough for everyone to share adequately. Claire and I noticed this when it came to using the listening exercises on tapes; one or two which didn't appear to exist or you could never find them on the day you wanted to use them. We had the bright idea of using the transcripts in the teacher's book to record our own versions of the dialogues. The plan was to have the students hear voices other than our own to expand their range of listening skills by hearing different accents. It was difficult for us to do as our poor attempts to replicate Scottish or London accents made it hard to succeed with the first take due to us laughing in the middle of it. We eventually managed to get some recordings done and played them in class. To our surprise, the kids didn't seem to cotton on that it was us talking, despite our attempts not to laugh while we played the tapes to them.

Another issue that we had was having just one photocopier between us all. It was in constant use outside of lesson times and I mean that. I would always make sure I got my lesson plans done early on in the afternoon as I don't like having chores unfinished that are always playing on my mind, but teachers were photocopying things while the kids had their evening activities and it was very common that it was still being depended up past midnight. This meant that the poor, overworked beast couldn't keep up with our demands. In the heat of the summer, it frequently overheated. I worked out that a way to speed up its recovery was to open the front section and point the fan at it. Right now it needed it more than we did.

At the end of the second week we found out that there was going to be a karaoke at the campsite bar. Talk was going around that we should go and it seemed that a few teachers were going to sing at it. I am a singer, but I'd never done karaoke before and I thought it sounded like it would be fun. So we went over and I started looking the list of songs. Most of the songs were Spanish of course, so there was only a small section of ones in English. Upon enquiring what other people were going to sing, I found out that no-one else was planning to. 

“No,” said Beth, “we just wanted to come here to watch.”

I looked around at the smiling faces that confirmed this. I've always like performing on stage, so I decided to go ahead with it anyway. I'd recently been listening to a compilation of Bacharach and David songs and spotted Raindrops Keep Falling On My Head so thought I'd give that
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