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1  THE MAJOR DECISIONS

HOME OR HOTEL?

THERE ARE MANY handbooks on the market which deal with the purchase of property overseas and give advice on long-term or permanent residence. Many such properties are bought by pensioners or by people in mid-career, who wish to have a place in the sun for family holidays now and for use later as retirement homes. Owning your own place abroad has obvious attractions, but I wonder if those attractions are great enough to justify the trauma of selling your home and uprooting yourself from family, friends, neighbours, country – everything dear and familiar? It seems to me to be an enormous risk to take and it can stir up family resentment when parents go far away and set up house in a strange land. Although they may not admit it even to themselves, they often feel strangely abandoned and they will certainly worry about your health and safety.

The alternative is to keep your home and return to it every year in the spring. England can be lovely in the summer and, like the swallows, you will be able to enjoy the best of both worlds. Your family and friends will feel happier about an absence of only a few months and you will soon pick up the threads of your English life again. After a week at home, it will feel as if you have never been away – and the break will have done your relationships a world of good!

If you are not going to buy a permanent home, the alternatives are time-shares, renting a property, or living in hotels – and in the hotel category I include what are now called ‘aparthotels’, blocks of serviced, self-catering studios with restaurants, sports facilities and swimming pools attached.

Time-shares normally provide only a few weeks’ occupation in each year and you might find it less expensive to buy a property outright than to buy the entitlement to live in a time-share for a number of months. The purchase always necessitates extreme caution and the services of a good lawyer, as operators in the time-share market have gained themselves a less than shining reputation. A time-share is a tie. If your agreement is not of the more sophisticated, flexible kind which offers occupancy in a choice of resorts, you will have to return to the same place year after year, or engage in the complications of sub-letting.

Renting a property for a single winter gives more flexibility and may be a good choice for a family or a group of friends. But the landlord and tenant legislation can be complicated and you would need to have a knowledge of local employment legislation if you were to take on a maid or a gardener. And without a maid and gardener, you would end up with as many chores abroad as you had at home, with the added difficulty of coping with them in a foreign language. Shopping in the supermarket may be easy enough. But how would you find and communicate with a local plumber if a pipe burst? There seem to me to be endless possible problems.

My first choice of accommodation by far is a comfortable hotel (or aparthotel) and this is the option on which the advice in this book is based. The advantages are numerous:


No domestic chores

No gardening

No maintenance costs or house insurance

Someone always at hand to deal with spent light bulbs, malfunctioning lavatory cisterns and broken springs

The safety of a protected building with night porters

Room service if you are feeling under the weather

Help at reception with local services, from doctors and dentists to taxis

Daily contact with other people

Use of public rooms and other facilities

Ease of receiving visits from family and friends without having to prepare their rooms and cook for them.



And the last, most important, advantage is the freedom to change hotel, or even resort, if it fails to come up to expectations. You are not tied to one place by a capital investment or a long-term tenancy agreement. You can even pack your bags and come home, if that is what you decide you really want to do!

Having spent some time in a resort, you may conclude that you like it enough to live there permanently. But it seems to me to be prudent to get to know its winter lifestyle really well before making a long-term commitment. One or two winters in the area will give you a sound knowledge of the local property market, either for purchase or for rental. Meanwhile, you will enjoy the comfort and flexibility of hotel life.

HOW LONG?

I find that the ideal period is four to six months, but so much depends on individual circumstances – family, state of health, outside commitments, even the needs of the garden!

To be really economical, three months is the minimum. The cost of the fares needs to be spread over at least that period; if you are hoping to let your home, it will not be worth the effort for less; and a three-month minimum stay produces attractive reductions in hotel tariffs. On the non-materialistic side, an absence of less than three months will be no escape from the English winter and will scarcely compensate for all the planning and research that went into the project. You will no sooner have settled into a comfortable routine, explored the possibilities of your chosen resort and started to make friends than it will be time to pack up and leave.

Beyond six months, complications may begin to arise over formal documentation, such as visas and driving licences, and over your tax status. Guidance on all these aspects of absence abroad will be given in the appropriate chapters. But technicalities apart, I have found from experience that my own affairs have ticked along quite nicely at home when I have been away for half the year or less. Longer absences have been more difficult to manage and the accumulation of domestic chores and paperwork on my return has left me almost wishing that I had never gone away!

Mid-November to Easter is the period which suits me best, as I can then enjoy two springs, the earlier one abroad and the English spring at home. But your own departure date will depend partly on whether or not you wish to be at home for Christmas; and your return may be influenced by how early the spring arrives in your own part of the country. The final decision is yours. But do bear in mind that it is always easier to come home earlier than planned than it is to extend your stay. If you return early, you will have an extremely useful blank period in your diary for getting things done, whereas a late return will entail endless correspondence and phone calls to postpone engagements. If in doubt, plan for a longer rather than a shorter absence.

INDEPENDENCE OR A PACKAGE?

Special mention must be made of the long-stay winter packages now offered by a number of travel firms. Most of them are designed for people of or near retirement age: Saga, Cosmos Golden Times, Thomas Cook Forever Young and Airtours Golden Years are examples. It is a flourishing, ever-growing market throughout Northern Europe and the United States. But comparative youth need not be a handicap. All the major tour operators will quote special rates for extended stays.

Some destinations – parts of the Costa del Sol and certain resorts in Malta, for example – are now so dominated by the major tour operators that there is little scope for the independent traveller. The tour companies offer the hotels a contract for the whole winter and are consequently able to insist on extremely favourable terms, which no individual could hope to match. Although most of the British contracts are with three- and four-star hotels, there are firms in Scandinavia and Germany which target the budget end of the market and snap up the rooms in smaller hotels and pensions. This makes it extremely difficult for the independent traveller even to find accommodation, let alone negotiate an off-season reduction. The only places which can be relied upon to have long-term vacancies are the luxury five-star hotels, as these are beyond the price-range of the package trade. So if Puerto de la Cruz on Tenerife or Albufeira in the Algarve is your chosen destination, you cannot do better than book a package with a reputable tour operator. A glance at two or three brochures will leave you in no doubt as to which countries and resorts are in thrall to the major operators and therefore inappropriate for independent travel.

Long-stay winter packages are usually available on a limited range of popular locations on the Algarve, the Canaries and the Costa del Sol, though Panorama Tours have now added Morocco, Tunisia and Cyprus to the list. Many cater for special interests, e.g. duplicate bridge, painting, botany or golf. All offer reliable service in a smart hotel or apartment block (an aparthotel), on half board or self-catering terms, with companionship and organized leisure activities. Flights and transfers to and from the hotel are always included, as are the services of resident English staff. Packages to the USA generally include car hire, and many special-interest packages offer discounted participation rates. Golf holidays, for example, can save considerable expense by including temporary membership of the local club and entitlement to a free round every day.

As most of the hotels and self-catering aparthotels used by the British tour operators have a high star-rating, the packages are not inexpensive, though they represent excellent value for money. They offer a safe and trouble-free way of wintering abroad. Careful comparison of their prices in the various resorts can result in a winter abroad which costs little more than staying at home and keeping the house warm. But the real economies are made by those who travel independently to less popular resorts.

Whether you buy a package or not will be influenced partly by the hotel situation in your chosen resort and partly by the size of your disposable income. But the real deciding factor will be yourself – the kind of person you are, your interests and your preferred lifestyle. Perhaps the following questions will help you decide:


Do you like everything to be organized for you, or do you positively enjoy making your own arrangements?

Do you like to live with a group of your fellow countrymen, or do you prefer to move among the local people and find your own friends?

Are you willing to work at the language before you go, so that you can at least scrape by on your own, or do you prefer to live in an environment geared to the British, where no foreign languages are needed?

Do you have a strong preference for English food, or do you like to experiment in the local restaurants? (Most package hotels have a buffet service with a choice of English and familiar Continental dishes, which obviates both menu and language difficulties – and saves the hotel money on waiters!)

How much travel experience have you had?

Are you so keen on, say, golf or bridge that you need to join a special-interest package?



Some travellers are put off by what they perceive as the enforced jollity of winter packages, with aerobics in the morning and sequence dancing at night. But these activities are all optional and those who enjoy quieter pleasures can always go off for a solitary walk, join a bridge club or make local friends. The art of the package holiday is to take advantage of the convenience and low basic cost, while retaining freedom of action. When the whole winter is such a bargain, an occasional weekend away from the group or a few meals out in good local restaurants are easily affordable diversions. But read the brochures carefully before you choose. Travel agents, like estate agents, have their own special vocabulary For instance, resorts described as ‘lively’ are generally at the disco, lager and chips end of the market!

Going it alone takes considerably more forward planning, but rising to a new challenge brings tremendous satisfaction. The more work you put into an enterprise, the more rewarding it becomes. If you have not spent the winter abroad before, an organized package may well be the ideal halfway house. Then, if the lifestyle appeals to you, you might consider making an independent arrangement for the following year. Or if you are drawn to an exotic destination, but feel understandably apprehensive about going alone, try a fortnight’s package holiday in advance. It will give you the feel of the place and the climate and enable you to decide whether or not you could cope there on your own.

Most of the information provided in this handbook will be of assistance to both the long-term package-taker and the independent traveller. Only the sections on choice of hotel and price-bargaining are written specifically for those who venture forth alone.


2  FORWARD PLANNING

DATES

CHOOSING THE DATE for departure can be one of the trickiest aspects of the whole project, because it raises the thorny question of what to do about Christmas. If you decide to spend it abroad, family reaction can range from scarcely concealed delight that they will be free to celebrate Christmas as and where they like, without reference to you, to genuine dismay.

I started to go away for Christmas many years ago. At first, I went abroad alternate years, making it clear that I should be at home the following year. That was a useful beginning. The family were reasonably happy about it and came to enjoy running their own festivities. Now I get a warm invitation to attend, but no one is surprised or upset if I turn it down in favour of Christmas in the sun.

If you have never been absent at Christmas before, you might find this a tactful approach. Another palliative might be to invite them to join you for Christmas in your hotel, distance permitting. However you handle it, the situation may be a little tense, but it pays to persevere. It will be much easier next time. And you should persevere with a clear conscience. After years of duty well done, you are surely entitled to please yourselves once in a while!

Once you have decided on your ideal departure date and the length of time you can spare, put firm lines through the relevant weeks in your diary and make no further appointments for that period. It may seem an obvious piece of advice, but if you are not very strong in your resolution, your arm will be twisted and temptations put in your way. Your leisurely winter in the sun will gradually be whittled down to a few rushed weeks.

THE SCHEDULE

I always find it useful to draw up a schedule of the arrangements I have to make, using a three-month frame and aiming to complete preparations as far in advance as possible. It helps to avoid missed deadlines and last-minute rushes. When the schedule is complete, it can be kept for another year, with amendments in the light of experience. Anticipation is one of the pleasures of wintering abroad. In fact, I usually find that I enjoy my preparations almost as much as the trip itself.

The schedule will tell you when you need to begin work on each aspect of your preparations, with deadline dates for the completion of each task. Aspects to be covered are:

Research and choice of destination (see Chapter 3)

Travel arrangements

Financial preparations (see Chapter 4)

Personal insurance (see Chapter 4)

Passports, visas and official checks (see Chapter 5)

Arrangements for correspondence

Medical preparations (see Chapter 8)

Letting or securing the house (see Chapter 6)

The car (see Chapter 7)

Pets

Learning the Language

Enrolling on other courses

Making a luggage list (see Chapter 9)

Listing last-minute jobs and safety checks.

Most of these headings are broad enough to warrant their own chapters, so I shall deal here only with the miscellaneous items.

RESEARCH AND CHOICE OF DESTINATION

Deciding the dates is the first priority. If you have still not made up your mind at that stage about your destination, there is plenty of preparatory work you can be doing – in fact, everything can be arranged except travel, insurance, inoculations and packing. So there is no need to feel rushed into that crucial decision. It is better to spend longer on your research than to decide on a country in a hurry and regret it. The deadline for your decision will probably be the last date for booking an Apex or other reduced-fare flight, though it is obviously advisable from every point of view to end the uncertainty long before that.

Once you have decided on your country, do continue to read as much about it as you can. If you have a good understanding of its culture, history, politics and people, you will adapt with ease to the lifestyle and feel at home from the very first week.

TRAVEL ARRANGEMENTS

Air     Most people these days fly to their destination and if your chosen resort lies in another continent or on an Atlantic island, such as Madeira or the Canaries, there will be no convenient alternative. Thorough research into Apex fares, which have to be paid for two weeks in advance, budget airlines and special charter offers will pay dividends. But check carefully the duration of the ticket and the penalties, if any, for changing the date of the outward or return booking.

High street travel agents, whose main business is the marketing of package holidays, may be of limited assistance. To find the best bargains, consult one of the specialist firms, such as Trailfinders, 215 Kensington High Street, London W8 6BD. Tels: 020 7937 1234 (European) 020 7937 5400 (Transatlantic) www.trailfinders.co.uk or any branch of Thomas Cook or American Express, two firms with wide experience in catering for the individual traveller. The Sunday papers and the internet are good sources of information about discounted fares, but do exercise caution here and choose a member of ABTA.

Rail     The new high-speed European supertrains can make the journey an enjoyable part of the holiday France’s TGV can whisk you down from Paris or Lille to Nice within the day; while Valencia is only fifteen hours away via Toulouse, the Pyrenees and Barcelona. Sleepers and couchettes are available to add to the comfort.

The great advantage of rail travel is its flexibility. Journeys can be broken at any point, to visit interesting cities en route or simply to rest overnight in a peaceful place. And should you have to change your plans, the fare is refundable, less a 10 per cent cancellation fee. This compares favourably with the conditions of issue for bargain air fares, where the full fare is often forfeit.

But there are many disadvantages, the chief one being cost. Apex fares are valid for two months only, which means that travellers going abroad for longer periods have to buy two full-rate singles. This usually works out more expensive than discounted or budget air fares. And the various rail passes on offer are of limited use. The Inter-Rail passes for young people are valid for one or two months only, depending on type. Rail Europe Senior Cards, available at £12 to holders of British Senior Railcards, are valid for a year and offer discounts of 30 per cent, but there are restrictions on their use for journeys within European countries, as distinct from journeys which cross frontiers. If you are a railway buff and still want to persevere with this option, you can get more detailed information from: Rail Europe Ltd, 179 Piccadilly, London W1. Tel: 0870 584 8848. www.raileurope.co.uk

Coach     Coaches are the Cinderellas of the travel trade, but for those who prefer not to fly, they are a most convenient and economical alternative. Eurolines runs direct services from Victoria Coach Station to over five hundred destinations in Europe and Morocco, where they link up with the local bus network. Return tickets are valid for six months and the return half may be issued as an open ticket, allowing maximum flexibility in the choice of return date.

Travelling by coach is much cheaper than the train. The current standard return on the coach to Nice, for example, is £95 as against £85 each way for the two singles you would have to buy on the train. And there is an additional saving of 10 per cent on the coach fares for young people (13–25) and seniors (over 60), which brings the price down to £86 return, just half the train fare. Refunds of 50 to 80 per cent are available on cancelled tickets, depending on the notice given, and changes of date are allowed.

But the greatest merit of the coach is its simplicity. Once you have boarded your coach at Victoria, your journey to your destination is smooth and well organized. The coaches are comfortable, with on-board toilet facilities and reclining seats, and there are regular refreshment stops. If the coach uses one of the Channel ferries, your luggage stays on board. Any transfers take place in bus stations with the assistance of Eurolines staff. The down side is that overnight travel on a coach can be tiring, particularly for those with long legs. But there are always hotels near bus stations, if you prefer to break your journey.

National Express and Caledonian Express act as agents for Eurolines (UK) Ltd, so that tickets for the international services can be booked at any bus station. Bookings can also be made online at eurolines.co.uk or by calling 08705 143219 any day between 8.00 a.m. and 10 p.m. All Eurolines services are Government approved.

For the impecunious traveller, cheaper coach services are available. These so-called ‘magic buses’ are advertised in Time Out, the London Evening Standard and other journals. Most of the services operate within the law, but a few ‘cowboy’ enterprises flout the local safety regulations. Careful enquiries about the number of drivers to a coach need to be made before booking.

Car     Travel by car will be dealt with in Chapter 7.

ARRANGEMENTS FOR CORRESPONDENCE

About a month before your departure, it is a good idea to send round a duplicated letter or card, informing friends and associates of your plans for the winter and giving the dates of your absence. (If you are leaving anywhere near to Christmas, you can save postage by sending out this note with your Christmas cards; if you are leaving earlier, it will exempt you from sending Christmas cards at all!) The circular should include the name, address and telephone number of a member of your family or a close friend, who has agreed to act as your contact. If that person is given your overseas address and phone number as soon as you are settled, (s)he can pass on the information to anyone who needs to get in touch with you. The sending of this circular will automatically reduce the amount of correspondence sent to your home and will serve as your apologies for any committee meetings.

Bills and cheques are dealt with under Financial Matters in Chapter 4. If these are taken care of, and personal and business correspondence forestalled by the circular letter, the envelopes which fall through your letter-box will contain little other than junk mail. But though these letters may not be important, they should at least be picked up. If an envelope gets wedged in the letter-box, or if a pile of envelopes is visible through a glass door, you are advertising the fact that you are away from home. There are two ways of dealing with the matter. One is to arrange for the Post Office to forward your residual mail to a relation or friend. Application forms for this service are available from any post office and the current charges are £6.30 for a month, £13.65 for three months and £21.00 for six months. These charges apply only to re-direction within the United Kingdom. You can have your letters sent on to you abroad, but the Post Office will make an extra charge. If you feel that you cannot live without your mail, it is probably simpler and quicker for your friend to send it out to you in occasional packets and pay the postage.

The other way of overcoming the difficulty is to arrange for your relation or friend to call regularly at your home. This will also add to your peace of mind, as you will know that someone you trust is visiting your home and keeping a general eye on it.

Whether or not you ask your friend to open your mail will obviously depend on your relationship and on how confidential you like to keep your affairs. But whatever the arrangement, do make it crystal clear, so as to avoid the kind of misunderstanding that can lead to resentment and ill-feeling. Your friend should know in advance whether you wish him to:


	open all the mail, deal with any bills and cheques and inform you of important items;

	open only the Visa and Access statement and any other envelopes which clearly contain bills, in order to deal with them in the agreed manner;

	open nothing.



If you have prepared your winter escape carefully, there should be little of consequence in the post and your friend’s responsibilities should be light. But they will be worth at least a bottle of Scotch from the Duty Free!

PETS

Taking little Fido or Fluffy abroad is still quite a complicated business, despite the new Pet Travel Scheme. Your dog or cat will need to be fitted with a microchip, vaccinated against rabies, have a blood test, be treated against ticks and tapeworm and issued with special certificates. There are restrictions on the mode of travel and the routes which may be used; and the Scheme applies only to listed participating countries. Getting your pet back home again involves yet another set of regulations.

The good news is that the staff at D.E.F.R.A. (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) are extremely helpful. They will send you a comprehensive information pack – and even phone you back when you leave a message! They are to be found at: Area 201, 1A Page Street, London. SW1P 4PQ. PETS Helpline: 0870 241 1710. www.pets.helpline@defra.gsi.gov.uk

However much you love them, you may well decide not to take your pets on your winter escape. So you will need to make arrangements with a kennels, a cattery or a kind friend. For a long period you may be able to negotiate reduced kennel rates. Employing a house-sitter to take care of your pets in your own home is another possibility (see Chapter 6).

LEARNING THE LANGUAGE

If you are planning to spend the winter in a country where the native tongue is not English, it will add immeasurably to your enjoyment if you are able to communicate with the locals. It is not, of course, strictly necessary, because English is now the universal language and the staff in hotels, restaurants and airports will all understand you well enough to attend to your basic needs. But they will appreciate even a few simple greetings in their own language; and you will be much more independent if you can go so far as to ask the way or the price of goods in the shops. Even better, if you start well in advance, you may even reach the conversational level at which you can make local friends and understand the television news.

Classes     A number of courses are available to the adult learner. Signing on at the local college of further education can be useful, even if you can only attend for the first two-thirds of the autumn term before you go abroad. These courses are inexpensive and are offered at various levels, to suit everyone from the complete beginner to the advanced student who simply needs to brush up his conversational skills. Londoners are particularly well served, as they can study anything from French to Mandarin or Gujurati. The provision in other areas may be more limited, but most will offer courses in the more common European languages, plus a few of the more exotic.

Home Study     If you prefer to study at home in your own time, by far the best way to do it is to get yourself a language study pack, consisting of a book and tapes. There are dozens of these on the market and they are either on the shelves or available on order in most book shops. Or you can borrow them from your public library. For the more common languages, like French and Spanish, the BBC produces both beginners’ and intermediate packs at £39.99 each. But there are well-tried, cheaper options, such as Hugo’s Spanish in Three Months (or French, Portuguese, Turkish, or whatever) at £29.95 and a long list of languages in the Teach Yourself series, published by Hodder Headline at £22.95. All these courses cover grammar as well as practice in conversation. At a more basic level, the BBC’s Get by in . . . range is excellent. I got by very successfully across China, in places like the Gobi Desert where no one spoke any English, on the very elementary grammar and listening practice in their Get by in Mandarin pack. It was £9.99 well spent.

Talking Phrase Books     If you are the perfect example of English hopelessness at foreign languages, there is still something you can do. At least buy a Berlitz or Collins phrase book for around £10. These days, the books come with a CD or tape, which you can play constantly in the car or doing the household chores. Without learning any grammar, you will pick up a few key phrases and be able to pronounce them correctly.

ENROLLING ON OTHER COURSES

English as a foreign language     Most foreigners are keen to learn English and there is considerable scope for teaching it abroad. If you feel that you would like to help, it is necessary to be familiar with the direct method used in TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language) or ESL (English as a Second Language). Readers of this handbook will not be looking for regular full-time employment abroad, so the investment of time and money involved in a lengthy full-time course would not be appropriate. Much more suitable are the short crash courses, lasting between one and four weeks, run by the commercial language schools. These usually take place during the summer holidays on university campuses at home and abroad and are very pleasant, if demanding, courses to attend. The longer courses lead to the Royal Society of Arts Certificate. Shorter ones are certified by the organizing language schools. The EFL/Overseas sections of the Times Educational Supplement carries advertisements for these practical courses, as well as for a number which combine home study with weekend seminars. The larger TEFL companies, such as Linguarama, with its worldwide network of centres, offer teaching posts abroad to students who have successfully completed their courses. It might be useful to add a TEFL course to your schedule of preparations, but beware of contravening the local legislation by teaching without a permit (see Chapter 5).

Other courses     A whole winter abroad will give you ample time to develop your own special interests. If you are a keen amateur photographer, if you have painting or craft skills, or if you fancy trying your hand at articles for newspapers, or even writing a book, why not enrol on the appropriate course at your local college before you go? You will hone your skills and you may even get some ideas on how to turn your hobby into an income-producing occupation.

LAST-MINUTE JOBS AND SAFETY CHECKS

We are all familiar with those panics which strike on the way to the airport. Did I switch off the cooker? Did I lock the back door? To ensure that those small, nagging doubts do not ruin your trip, begin well in advance to prepare two comprehensive check-lists. Keep them in a prominent place (on the fridge door?) and add to them, whenever a new item occurs to you. List One will contain all the jobs which need to be done in the last few days at home, while List Two will give the very final checks.

Everyone’s lists will be different, but a few obvious examples for inclusion in List One will be: cancel the newspapers, milk and other regular deliveries; defrost the fridge; place jewellery and other valuables on safe deposit in the bank; take the cat to the cattery; deal with the indoor plants. List Two will be a reminder of all those vital last-minute jobs, such as switching off appliances, emptying the kettle and the rubbish, checking the windows and doors. Between them, the two lists will itemize all the boring little chores which you can so easily overlook – or, equally unnerving, think that you may have overlooked! When you know that you have gone round, lists in hand, and ticked off every single item on them, you will be able to sit back and enjoy the journey in utter peace of mind.


3  DESTINATIONS

CHOOSING YOUR COUNTRY

YOU MAY ALREADY have a favourite country towards which you will automatically gravitate, one which is familiar and much loved as a result of successful summer holidays there. Your first instinct may well be correct, but before making a final decision, sit down and list the advantages and disadvantages under a number of heads.

CLIMATE

The Mediterranean has an obvious pull for the peoples of Northern Europe. Compared with the English winter, the weather will on average be warmer, sunnier and drier almost anywhere along the Mediterranean coast, while some stretches, like the Riviera, the Costa del Sol and the southern coast of Turkey, which are sheltered from the north by significant mountain ranges, can be positively balmy much of the time. But whatever the holiday brochures say, the unvarnished truth is that you need to go down to about 30°N (i.e. to the latitude of Cairo) to be sure of warm weather all the time. And even there, it will rain, because winter is the rainy season. If reliable warm weather is your objective, you must go further afield – to the Canaries, to Florida, Thailand, Malaysia, southern Morocco or the southern hemisphere.

And a word of warning about islands. They are idyllic in the summer, because there is always a breeze from the sea to temper the burning heat. But in winter that same breeze can become an icy blast, which not only freezes the islanders to the marrow, but cuts them off from the outside world. I have been marooned for days on both Rhodes and Crete, when the wind has been too strong for either ferries or flights to operate.

COMMUNICATIONS WITH HOME

Consider the distance of your proposed winter home from the nearest airport. Could your family circumstances, complications in your financial affairs or your state of health necessitate an emergency trip to the UK? If so, a twelve-hour drive to an airport is out, as are small storm-girt islands with unreliable ferry services. Fortunately, telephone calls throughout the world are simple these days, with international direct dialling.

COMMUNICATIONS LOCALLY

Are there good local bus, train or ferry services? And are there places in the vicinity which are interesting to visit for a day or a weekend? Even paradise can become a little monotonous and a short expedition makes a welcome change. Islands, though agreeably intimate, are limited in scope, especially if they are far from the mainland.

FAMILY AND FRIENDS

Do you really want to ‘get away from it all’, or would you be pleased to have visits from family and friends? Your answer to this question will obviously influence your distance from home and the ease of travel. You should, incidentally, be able to do a deal with your hotel on the price of your visitors’ accommodation.

COST

As a general rule, countries with a Western lifestyle charge Western prices and the more challenging the environment, the less the winter will cost. Account also needs to be taken of the





































	The hot water. Twenty-four hours a day? If not, when?

	Is there a bath or only a shower? If a shower, would the lack of a bath bother you long-term?

	Is there somewhere in the bathroom to drip-dry small articles of clothing?

	Does the lavatory flush properly?

	Is there central heating? What hours does it run? If there is no radiator, will the hotel provide some sort of room heater and include the cost of fuel in the normal hotel bill? Winter evenings are long and some form of heating is usually necessary.

	Are there sockets for your kettle, hairdryer or shaver?

	Is there a telephone in the room? This is useful for receiving calls from home or ringing home in an emergency. (For more on telephone options, see Chapter 10.)

	Furniture. Is the bed(s) comfortable? Is there at least one easy chair? Is there a table or dressing-table and chair suitable for writing? Is the lighting satisfactory? Distinguish between essentials and trifles. For instance, if the handsome marble or woodblock floor is naked of bedside rugs, you can always buy cheap ones in the market and bequeath them to the hotel when you leave; but you cannot buy new beds.

	What is the general impression? Is the room light and spacious, or would it depress you on a grey day?

	What is the view from the window? Sea-views usually cost more; views of the back alley are cheaper, but may be dreary.

	Is there a pleasant area in the hotel, other than your bedroom, where you can sit and read or have a chat? Are there any leisure facilities?

	Most hotels these days have a television in every room. But is the one in your room capable of receiving BBC World and CNN? If not, is this facility available in a television lounge? Or is it possible to hire?







	Four– and five-star hotels are usually on the outskirts of towns or resorts. They are self-contained worlds, catering mostly for package and business travellers and serving international food. If you like to sample the local fare, you may need to take taxis into the town and back. Living in a lower star-rated hotel nearer to the town centre will give you a wider choice of restaurants, cafés and bars, as well as shops and cinemas, all within walking distance.

	Most five-star hotels have wonderful sports facilities – a heated swimming pool, a gymnasium, tennis courts, saunas and jacuzzis – but it is not always necessary to stay there to enjoy them. A modest entrance fee or a club subscription may give you access. The same applies to the evening whist drives, bingo or bridge, which many hotels put on for tourist groups. And their bookshops, coffee shops, restaurants, bars and shopping arcades are, of course, always open to non-residents.

	When considering an expensive hotel, ask yourself whether you really need all those extras you are paying for. Do you really want a television in your room, if the programmes are all in Turkish or Hindi? Do you really need their same-day laundry service? Their secretarial services? Their faxing facilities? Their little soaps, shampoos and shower-caps? And a mini-bar is superfluous, as you will soon set up your own private bar and be able to drink exactly what and when you like at a fraction of hotel prices. A hotel with one fewer star might suit your requirements just as well.

	Hotels with the best views over the sea or the mountains are usually the most expensive. But in winter the days are short and the weather may not be ideal for sitting out on your balcony. Perhaps you would be just as happy living a block away from the sea and saving £1 or £2 a night?

	The atmosphere of the hotel is important. Would you be happier, over a longer period, with personal family service, which gives friendly contact and a sense of belonging (but which can become tiresome and intrusive); or would you prefer a larger, less personal hotel, which gives a greater feeling of independence (but which can seem a bit lonely and cold)? The golden mean is probably the best, if you are lucky enough to find it – the hotel where you get a friendly greeting from reception, where you can stop for a chat with the proprietor or your fellow guests when you feel like it, but where no one is over-interested in your affairs.

	For those who really want to economize, a very simple hotel or pension is the answer, as it is always possible to sit and read in the warmth of the local cafés, spend happy days in the five-star hotels, enjoying their facilities – and in some countries even compensate for the lack of hot water by visiting the Turkish baths.
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