October 13th, 2003
Hi Gavin,

I arrived back from Spain on Saturday afternoon and was going to write this letter yesterday but did not wake up until 5 p.m.!!! I knew I was tired but didn’t realise I was that tired. 

This letter will be a general one. I will commence the account of my time in Spain next weekend. Spain was interesting, but overall, I was not that impressed. It is not a place I would put high on my recommended places to visit. For a so-called ‘developed’ country, too many places are just so dirty. This is due to two factors – smoking and dogs. About every second person smokes, including women and girls, and they smoke everywhere, even in places that are supposed to be non-smoking areas (and there are few of these). And the cigarette butts are just thrown on the ground. There are millions of butts – on the streets, in buildings, everywhere. And it also seems that every third person has a dog in tow. And what a mess the dogs make, especially on the pavements; it is very difficult to avoid treading on the stuff when walking. And when it rains, one is walking through a sewer!

The people too gave me a poor impression. So many of them just look so miserable. Many are also very unhelpful. Part of this latter reason is language; very few speak any English at all. This applies to tourist offices, travel agencies and other places where there is contact with people from all over the world. The most common English expression among those who do know some is “I don’t know?” when a query is put to them. I often wondered if this was just an excuse for not wanting to help. 

It is interesting that these impressions are not just mine. I met a few Spanish-speaking people (who also spoke English) from countries in South America and they made exactly the same comments about the smoking, the dogs and the people. And these people do speak Spanish. 

But having said all the above, these are generalisations, and there are always exceptions. Once one gets out of the main centres, things improve. So, luckily, I included some small places in less-popular areas and they tended to be cleaner and more friendly. And there are some places where I could even live. 

Two main concerns of tourists are travel and accommodation. These were rather a problem. The tourist books say that one can go to travel agencies and make all arrangements. Not so! On arriving in Madrid, I visited several to try to plan my route but they were of no use at all. For example, for trains and buses, they will only deal with the main line routes. They do not know anything about regional trains or buses. And, they will only deal with the more expensive accommodation and not the cheaper hostels (or hostals in Spanish) which the majority of people use. Also, for regional travel, the train and bus companies only know about services from their own towns. Hence, one has to work out how to get from A to B and when in B, work out how to get to C and so on. 

For accommodation, many European cities, and even small towns, have tourist offices at train stations and other places to book accommodation. But not Spain. So, in each place I would just have to walk round trying to find a hostal. In Seville, this took nearly 3 hours, as I was trudging around areas with no hostals! 

Travel to and from Spain was with Swiss Air Lines (the successor to Swissair, which went bankrupt). I had tried to get Singapore Airlines or Thai Airways flights, as they are Star Alliance members, but they were all full. I tried British Airways and KLM but they too were booked solid. The only airline I could get (excluding Aeroflot via Moscow) was Swiss Air Lines and I think I got the last seat. The legs to and from Zurich were on MD-11s, the same kind of ‘planes that we flew on with China Airlines to Amsterdam. Remember them? From Zurich to Madrid it was an Airbus 319 and for the return an Iberia (Spanish airline) MD-88 (small ‘plane with 2 engines at the rear). Except for the Zurich to Madrid leg, the flights were 100% full. So, I do not believe airlines when they say times are tough and they cannot fill their planes! 

The weather! For the first 10 days it was hot, very hot, with temperatures well about 30OC. And the ground was dry and brown. And then the rains came. And boy, did it rain! Very heavy and I think there was severe flooding in parts of the country. This lasted 2 to 3 days. After that it was cooler and on returning to Madrid, it was quite cool with temperatures one morning being down to 6OC. Except for 2 cooler days in Madrid, it was shorts and T-shirt all the time. 

While in Spain I picked up some Spanish, mainly through seeing words written down. Many are similar to English and French words and so their meanings can be worked out. But I could not understand anything from listening. 

The Rugby World Cup began in Australia on October 10th. On Saturday evening, I watched the 2 matches of the second day live and then a replay of the All Blacks opening game which was also on the 10th. They played Italy, winning 70-7 though they were a bit rusty. Italy managed to score a try against NZ. And 3 All Blacks players received injuries. Tana Umanga, the vice-captain received a leg injury which will probably put him out of the tournament. Rokokoko, the speedy winger, injured a hamstring muscle; I don’t know how serious it is. And Carlos Spencer also received an injury but should be OK. 

That’s about it for now. Cheers.

Dad
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