Lou’s Travel Diary

2 April 2007 – 10th May 2007

Day 1: Monday 2 April 2007 – London, UK to Santiago de Compostela, Spain
It was an early start from Stansted where we departed the miserable London weather.  We touched down with clear blue skies some two hours later in Santiago de Compostela, Spain.  Our initial thoughts were that the country side reminded us of Oz – Eucalyptus trees and lots of dryness but still relatively green.  Santiago is at the end of an epic 780km Catholic pilgrim route.  It is a very religious city with heaps of people in very impressive hiking gear.  

After finding our hostel there was then the issue of our lack of Spanish with the lovely old lady there unable to speak any English.  Lucky for us though, she understood the word ‘beer’ when we pointed at the taps on her bar.  A quick phone call and ten minutes later which were spent practising our limited Spanish of ‘cerveza’ (beer) and enjoying our first of the trip; our interpreter (and owner of the hostel) arrived.  She informed us that there was no room here at the hostel even though we had called previously.  I was starting to think ‘great, day one and off to a great start’.  However she told us to follow her and that we would be going to another of her flats.   I was a bit dubious about the whole situation, it smelled SCAM!  We ended up on the top floor (five stories, no lift) of a recently renovated block of flats with a very tidy studio apartment.  Same price each night as the hostel was an extra bonus.  
And then we were off for a bit of sightseeing, me still a little worried we’d get back to the flat and the keys wouldn’t work or if they did they’d be no luggage left in the flat.  Needless to say my concerns weren’t necessary.  Our first stop was the cathedral.  Massive, is one word to describe it; the altar very impressive.  I think we were meant to kiss something at the back of the altar but we just didn’t know what.  We had a simple lunch and a wander through the old town, some gardens and almost a convent.  The town was very green with plenty of parks. Towards the end of the afternoon we stumbled across one of the most beautiful beer gardens I have ever seen.  Beers in the sun were a nice end to our first day’s adventures.  A bit of a kip, walk in the rain and an early dinner of paella (a first for both of us) and a walk past the well lit cathedral before calling it a night.  
Day 2: Tuesday 3 April 2007 – A Coruna, Spain
Today saw us take the train to A Coruna and use our train travel pass for the first time (very exciting, trust me).  So far we were very impressed with the standard of train service in Spain.  Using the Lonely Planet (LP) guide when arriving at A Coruna train station we proceeded to get lost for a good 45 minutes before venturing back to the station for a look at the map.  Good old LP seems to have given directions to the beach from the freight terminal, totally inaccessible to us and nowhere near the passenger station.  15 minutes after we committed the map to our memory we were at the tourist information with our very own map of the city.  It was a very brisk walk through the old town to the BEACH!  We were thinking Bondi, you know gorgeous beach, lots of café’s, seafood lunch.  We just got the beach and the best food we could muster up was a bit of calamari.  The beach was not what we had expected and we were a little disappointed by the lack of restaurants and food and drink options.  The view however was very spectacular.  We took a walk to Millennium Point.  Every city seems to have a huge pokey, pointy thing to mark the millennium, Dublin and A Coruna anyway.  We then took the tram around the headland to the city’s most famous tourist attraction; Hercules Tower.  This is the world’s oldest in use lighthouse built yonks ago by the Romans; the foundations still visible.  It was then a nice leisurely walk through the Modern Art gardens, beer o’clock and then back on the tram to our start point – we had come full circle.  It was then back to the train station for the trip back to Santiago de Compostela.  Donar kebabs finished off the day along with a very spooky Easter ceremony taking place through the main drag of town.
Day 3: Wednesday 4 April 2007 – Santiago de Compostela, Spain to Braga, Portugal
We awoke early to descend on the bus station in the hope of tickets to Braga.  2 ½ hours after boarding the bus we arrived in Braga; (the 2 ½ hours on the bus being awesome given the 3 transfers and 5 hours it would of taken if we had of gone on the train) being our first Portuguese destination.  Rob so far had been doing very well with the Spanish however the bus stop in Braga had no map, no information desk, nothing in English.  Not even a non English taxi driver out front.  Feeling braver, perhaps it was the 15kgs I was carrying on my back I said we should just wing it.  A very helpful English speaking Hertz lady 5 minutes down the road gave us some directions however we got them wrong and by accident stumbled across our hotel for the night.  With an early check in we dumped our bags and headed for the tourist information for a decent map.  Along the way we checked out the Se Cathedral.  Map in hand and good directions and bus times we jumped on board a bus; destination the Dom Jesus.  This cathedral is one of the most religious destinations for Catholics all over the world.  There are over 760 steps of which devout pilgrims climb on their knees.  Catholic I am devout pilgrim I’m not so it was a walk up on feet.  The setting of the Dom is very tropical, reminded us of Singapore with its lush green vegetation and water features which were everywhere.  After climbing the steps the view of Braga and the surrounds were gorgeous and well worth the climb.  Back into town we checked out a heap of other tourist things before a long kip.  Two hours later and it was dinner time where we sampled the world famous and local speciality ‘Verde Vino’ or Green Wine.  Very tasty!
We were told of an Easter parade happening at 9.30pm.  Now given Braga is one of the most religious cities in Portugal, if not the world we were expecting some pretty spectacular things, especially after the previous nights ‘Spook Fest Parade’ in Santiago.  After waiting a half hour in the cold we decided that overall the festival was boring; good for kids (if we had any) and it appeared the whole town took part.
Day 4: Thursday 5 April 2007 – Braga to Porto, Portugal
A bit of a sleep in so it was pastries on the run before catching the sightseeing bus around Braga.  The tour lasted an hour and gave us some interesting information about Braga and its surrounds.  It was then to the train station where 1 ½ hours later we arrived in Porto.  Porto is Portugal’s 2nd largest town and lucky for us most of the locals knew some English.  We had been warned by a local at the train station and our hotel of the dangers of the city especially money and camera’s at night so I was feeling a little scared and very wary.  After finding our planned accommodation surrounded by road works we made a hasty decision to look elsewhere.  I had seen a hotel sign on our travels and fortunately for us they had a double room (their last and just recently cancelled) available for us.  The toilet in the bathroom of this room was very interestingly placed.  It was sort of a one foot under the basin, other foot in the shower, facing diagonally rather than straight ahead.  I thought it was tough for me to squeeze in and get semi comfortable, I think poor Robbie had a little more trouble with his 6’4 height though.
After dumping the backpacks we climbed to the top of the Torre dos Clerigos.  It was chime time and we were treated to a spectacular display of bell playing/ ringing by the organist.  At the top the view of the entire city was amazing.  It was then onto the Se Cathedral and a wander down the narrow washing lined streets of the UNESCO listed old town.  We then boarded a boat for a river cruise viewing the 5 bridges the city is famous for.  A bite to eat – pizza and we called it an early night.

So far Porto has been the surprise of the trip.  We were a little unsure if two nights would be too much but definitely enough to do.  Definitely a town to recommend to our friends; very beautiful!

Day 5: Friday 6 April 2007 – Porto, Portugal
A quick breaky at the hotel and then we were onto the Porto sightseeing bus for the historical Porto tour.  The bus took us around the various parts of the city providing informative facts about the city and its sights.  A look inside the baroque cathedral and museum of the Igreja de S. Francisco - lots of bones.  It was then onto the other sightseeing bus for the Porto bridges tour.  Given the only language working was Spanish we didn’t get much from this tour plus the sights we thought were a little random and not as pleasant as the previous ‘Historical’ tour.  
After crossing the river to the swanky side we shouted ourselves a good lunch.  Probably some of the best Indian food we have eaten.  Going on a recommendation from our waiter we checked out Ferrario wine cellars.  Porto is famous for its Port and this side of the river houses numerous (over 20) different cellars.  Lucky for us an English tour was about to start so we learnt some fascinating facts about Port wine and sampled both a white and tawny port.  Both were very tasty.  Unknown to me that white port was even produced.  They have a drink for summer time in Porto called a Port-tonic – a combination of white port, tonic water and lemon!  Goods purchased we sat on the river bank for an hour enjoying the views and sunshine.  We then headed back to the hotel where I walloped Rob in Yatzee and got my highest ever score of 456 – yeah baby!  We skipped dinner this day due to our late and very filling and tasty lunch.

Day 6: Saturday 7 April 2007 – Porto to Lisboa, Portugal
Everything was going well for us today, we made the 10:15am train with 3 minutes to spare afer some frantic metro riding and station hoping.  Actually we didn’t think we would actually make the train; it was with great relief we did and 3 ½ hours later we disembarked in Lisboa.  There were two train stations in Lisbon and of course we chose the wrong one.  The one that had no metro station (LP said it did) and no open tourist information, so it was a taxi ride to our hotel.  Once we dumped our stuff it was a leisurely stroll down the main street Augusta to the main square Praca do Comercio.  We then checked out the Se Cathedral and followed the tram tracks up to Castelo de Sao Jorge.  After checking out the castle it was a quick trek across town to visit Convento Carmo (in ruins) and the view from perhaps the ugliest tower thing we have ever seen – the Elevador S. Justa.  Rob then ventured into Footlocker for socks.  X-Small I realised once we got back to the hotel.  Typical!  A beer in the main street with 4 offers of hash ‘Buy hash, you buy hash’; subway for dinner and an early night.
Day 7: Sunday 8 April 2007 – Sintra, Portugal
It’s just under an hours train ride from Lisboa to Sintra.  Definitely worth the day trip, Sintra is like being in a fairy land.  There were so many castles and palaces; it was hard for us to choose.  We started at Quinta da Regaleria, an amazing mansion with the most fabulous gardens.  We spent several hours here exploring the various secret tunnels, grottos and waterfalls.  It was then uphill (by bus) to Palacio de Pena.  Unfortunately the palace was closed being Easter Sunday however we spent some time strolling the gardens looking for good views of the palace.  We then ventured to Castelo dos Mouros, a 8th century castle (in ruins) with Moorish background.  These were by far some of the best ruins we have been in with the views of the town and other palaces amazing.  It was a nice wander back to the city via some more beautiful gardens and to the train station for the trip back to Lisboa.  Sintra was an amazing day trip.  More majestical and fairy like than any other town I can remember being in.  Once again cheap eat and an early night. 

Day 8: Monday 9 April 2007 – Lisboa, Portugal
Belem is a part of Lisboa about 15 minutes from the main part of the city by tram and is famous for its custard tarts.  Yummy!  With that in mind we got an old tram out there (it’s about 6kms) to sample these delicacies.  Very Yummy!  Belem also has a huge statue, the Discoveries Monument with figures of all the famous Portuguese explorers, poets and painters and the Torre de Belem.  Unfortunately the Torre and another site, the monastery were closed being a Monday.  It was then back to Lisboa for a look at two of the old elavadors which are more like old trams up and down steeper sections of the old town.  We also fitted in several trips to the post office.  Then there was the quest to find a Laundromat (coin self service); with no luck after several excitable but failed attempts.  Another night of Italian; very good at the suggestion of LP and a visit to the main square made lovely being all lit up at night.  Overall the day was a little slower in pace but we managed to fill it quite comfortably.

Day 9: Tuesday 10 April 2007 – Lisboa to Evora including Monseraz, Portugal
It was an early start, earlier enough for us to wake the old man at reception.  It was then to the train station for our 2 hour journey inland to Evora.  Evora is a pleasant town surrounded by old town walls.  Our accommodation for the night even had steps and a stone wall in the reception area that dated back to the 16th century.  After checking out the Se Cathedral with its cloister area and then the Roman ruins we had a very simple and uninspiring lunch before jumping on a bus to Monseraz.  Rob had been wanting to check out Monseraz ever since reading about it however we didn’t actually realise that it was going to be quite a simple trip to get to even though everything we had read about getting there hinted at the opposite. 
It was absolutely beautiful.  Breathtaking!  We have rated it as one of the most beautiful towns we have ever visited.  Well worth the trip from Evora.  White washed walls, very Greece like and a population of approximately 100.  It was a very peaceful place!  The town is surrounded by an old town wall on the top of a hill, with a bull ring at one end and a small church at the other.

After getting back to Evora we had a quick look around the town before another meal of Italian and sleep on a nice unspringee mattress (very unlike the one in Lisboa).

Day 10: Wednesday 11 April 2007 – Evora to Faro, Portugal
The morning was spent with another quick look around Evora taking in the additional sights of the town that we had missed on the previous day including the Roman columns, the Chapel of Bones and the aqueduct.  The Chapel of Bones was something else.  The walls were made from bones from the monks with plenty of skulls thrown in the mix for good measure.  The question we kept asking each other “Why?”

It was a yucky wait at the train station with Rob kicking my ass at Gin.  We were meant to have two train changes today however at the station of our apparent first change we were told to just get back on the train we had come on.  And our train was unlike any we had been on before as the carriage and the engine were the same (obviously just the one carriage).  Didn’t appear that too many people went this way as the one carriage was ample room for us and the one other sole traveller making this journey.  The second train change was in a small town Funcheria where we had a 5 to 10 minute wait for the train going to Faro.  Funcheria definitely got those adrenalin juices pumping big time with us getting on the wrong train which was heading to Lisboa.  The first clue was people were sitting quite comfortable in our allocated seats.  Second clue was when I said ‘Faro’ and everyone said ‘NO LISBOA’.  Needless to say I jumped off with our two big back packs and my small one.  It was then I remembered Rob who was still on the train looking for our seats.  So whilst our luggage got comfortable on the platform I jumped back on the train to find Rob praying that he was still in the same carriage.  A yell of ‘ROB’ was all anyone heard whilst I tried to get his attention to escape.  ‘WRONG TRAIN’ had him moving pretty quickly after that.  I’m just so glad he believed me and understood the urgency in getting off that damm train.  Phew!  Close call!  Needless to say we both got off the train just as our train was pulling up.  Who would believe that each day one of the smallest train stations in Portugal and one of the smallest we were to see on our travels has both trains at 15.30 doing the Faro – Lisboa journey?
After leaving Evora it was 4 ½ hours, 3 trains and a couple more panic attacks (thinking we were on the wrong train again) before arriving in Faro.  It was a quick visit to the tourist info, a check in and a 50 minute wash and dry of our clothes before a visit to the old town and dinner which consisted of lots of bones and some fish.
Day 11: Thursday 12 April 2007 – Faro, Portugal to Sevilla, Spain
An early morning for the bus ride from Faro to Sevilla, Spain.  4 ½ hours later or 5 ½ if you include the hour lost due to the different time zones between Portugal and Spain we arrived.  A good map from the tourist info and a few calls to hostels/hotels resulted in Lou almost chucking the first tanty of the trip.  I don’t mind the looking for accommodation; it’s the lugging of the back pack at the same time that shits me.  Needless to say with Rob’s patience, tolerance for me, his good picking up of the Spanish language and several phone calls later we found a pretty nice hotel very close to the cathedral.  

After dumping our stuff it was wander time.  First of all to the Golden Tower (not very golden) along the river and then to the Esplana Plaza (amazing) with a pit stop to buy bull fight tickets.  A wonder through some gardens, general sightseeing and a beer it was then rest time.  No nap but gee it was nice to stop for a ½ hour.  
Given we were in Sevilla, the home of Flamenco dancing I persuaded Rob to get tickets.  After all I was going to see a bull slaughtered the next night for him.  Dinner was tapas prior to the show.  The footwork of the Flamenco is incredible.  The only disappointment was that there was no male dancer however having said that the female was fantastic.  The dancing and red wine was awesome and a great end to our day.  

Day 12: Friday 13 April 2007 – Sevilla, Spain
We were starting to feel the effects of the last 12 days travelling so we slept in a bit more than usual however we were still amongst the few tourists when we arrived at Alcazar just after 9.30am.  This fortress had some amazing, very beautiful and almost tropical gardens.  Over time it has been added to in different styles and was quite elaborate especially the tiled areas.   After Alcazar we wandered around the town venturing to Parliament (which was across town) and then back to the Cathedral which is one of, if not the biggest in Europe.  Apparently also home to Christopher Colombus’s tomb (they aren’t sure if it’s his or one of his sons).
We had a combined late lunch, early dinner before making our way to the bull fighting ring.  To be honest I wasn’t that keen and after the first bull I was like okay.  Many questions however like what do they do with the bull once they drag it off?  (It’s sold off at meat is the correct answer.)  The second kill was a little off putting but by the sixth and final (yep six dead bulls later) I was okay.  The first fight was actually the best with the Matador doing a lap of honour and the crowd waving their white hankerchiefs (petting the judge following outstanding performance).  Obviously there is a lot of skill involved however I can see why animal rights activists jump up and down over the sport.  
Day 13: Saturday 14 April 2007 – Sevilla to Ronda, Spain
It was an early departure for the train ride to Ronda.  Rob & I had wanted to go to Ronda for a while now.  Well ever since some clown came up with the term of us being Team Ronda (ROb & LyNDA………very clever, anyway!.......).  We had initially thought getting to Ronda from Sevilla was going to be quite the ordeal but 2 trains later we arrived.  Ronda is a very beautiful town built some 100 metres above a gigantic gorge.  The views of the surrounding mountains were very stunning especially at sunset.  It was here in Ronda that we had one of the highlights of the trip, a change from jeans to t-shirts and ¾ quarter length pants.  Very awesome!  Walking around the town and up and down the gorge provided us with plenty to do to fill the afternoon.  Sunset was beautiful, highlighting the gorge and disappearing behind the mountain range.  
Today was an extra awesome day for some news received from Penny back home in London who was collecting our mail.  Our HSMP visas had been approved!  Whoohoo!!!!!! 
Day 14: Sunday 15 April 2007 – Ronda to Granada, Spain
Given it was Sunday we thought we’d take it easy around Ronda and get a later train to Granada.  More gentle wandering before our 14:06 train.  A very simple and easy morning!  I only got a little concerned that we would miss the train as Rob was off making phone calls for our stay in Granada.  He managed to get back with plenty of time!

Given Granada was a bigger city we thought we’d organise our accommodation from the train station rather than walking aimlessly with me getting cranky and us getting ripped off.  Thanks to Nikki and Paul’s travel novel (and attention to detail with their recent trip to Granada) we called the hotel recommended by them and weren’t disappointed.  The POWER SHOWER was a definite plus and provided plenty of entertainment.  Who thought showering could be so much fun?  An easy night in with some cheap Chinese to boot!

Day 15: Monday 16 April 2007 – Granada, Spain
Having tried the internet and phone to get tickets to the Alhambra we thought our chances to see this highly recommended sight diminishing.  All the guide books mention how hard it is to get tickets also.  Needless to say our receptionist at the hotel was a wonder and somehow managed to get us tickets so we were very happy.  Prior to our 2pm entrance to the Alhambra we checked out the Granada cathedral and Royal Chapel.  The chapel houses the very elaborate tombs of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella and their kids. 
The rest of the day was spent checking out the Alhambra including Nasrid Palaces, the Generalife, Alcazaba and the gardens (all within the Alhambra).  It was a full afternoon as we spent 4 hours up there before walking back downtown to find the lookout looking back towards it.  More pizza and an early night spent at the hotel.
Day 16: Tuesday 17 April 2007 – Granada (to Valencia), Spain
Not really much done today.  We slept in and used the 12pm check out to our advantage.  We also had one last POWER SHOWER to get us through the next couple of days.  As well as our laundry we also spent some time at an internet café and the Kasbar recommended to us by LP.  The Kasbar is a tea room (bar) which was very Arabic in its decorations.  I tried the rose tea while Rob had a lemon tea to wash down his chocolate crepes.
Later in the evening we checked into the Tren Hotel for our overnight train ride to Valencia.  Seeing neither of us had been on an overnight train before there was much excitement whilst we checked out our room.  I was a little concerned about Rob as he was so excited, sort of like a little kid with a new toy and he wanted to do some more exploring around the train.  Needless to say I was very happy when he finally fell asleep; peace on earth for all.

Day 17: Wednesday 18 April 2007 – Valencia (to Mallorca), Spain
We arrived in Valencia at 5.30am and it was still dark.  What to do until it opened and the sun appeared?  First off breaky at the train station, probably the most disgusting breakfast we had the entire trip, quite hard to believe given it was just cheese on toast.  Rather than sitting around we walked to the Cathedral.  It was just approaching dawn and the city was very peaceful.  Once the cathedral opened at 7.30am we had a peek inside promising to come back later once the tower beside it opened.  It was a nice venture around town (it felt like we had it all to ourselves) stopping at the fresh food markets housed in a glass roof building and then back to the train station to wait for the tourist information to open.  The plan was to see a bit of Valencia and then head up to Barcelona.  Mid way through the day we changed our mind and decided to head to Mallorca instead.  Prior to our ferry ride to Mallorca we also saw more of inside the cathedral including the only Holy Grail recognised by the Vatican, we climbed the cathedral tower and one of the cities old walls.  We also spent some time in the city gardens.  Once out at the ferry terminal we checked out some of the boats currently competing in the 32nd America’s Cup which Valencia is hosting.
It was a long day made longer for the 5 ½ hours spent at the ferry terminal waiting for our 23.30 departure to the island.

Day 18: Thursday 19 April 2007 – Mallorca, Spain
After boarding our ferry at 23.30 the previous night we awoke early (2nd day in a row of being awake before the sun) surprised at how much sleep we actually got.  At the start of the ferry ride I was questioning our decision not to get a cabin but the seats worked out alright.  We had a quick breaky of fruit at the ferry terminal prior to our assault on the city of Palma.  The plan was to dump the luggage at the train station, get a map from tourist info; do some exploration of the city before jumping on a bus to our hostel on the other side of the island.  Everything would have gone to plan if the city invested in left luggage facilities.  But NO, there was no such thing as left luggage at the train or bus station, ferry terminal or airport.  Needless to say we were pretty pissed off so we decided if Palma could not cater for us it could get fucked and we gave it the flick.  The extra crankiness on my behalf of no left luggage may have been attributable to lack of sleep but anyway.  Instead we caught a bus back to the ferry terminal to the Hertz office and hired a car for the next 3 days.  An 1 ½ hours later we arrived in Port Alcudia on the other side of the island and located our hostel.  Now as good as the last power shower was it had been over 2 days since we had showered and it had been 2 nights in a row without a good bed so all I wanted to do was wash and maybe fit in a bit of a nap.  Unfortunately for us however was our hostel was not open for check in until 6pm (a 4 hour wait).  When we had stopped at Muro Beach about 15 minutes down the road from Port Alcudia for lunch we had seen some nice hotels on the water with even nicer looking deck (lazy) chairs.  Humouring ourselves we went back to check on prices.  The rooms were definitely more expensive than the hostel but for 90 Euro a night we also got sea and pool views, buffet breakfast and dinner.  We were laughing.  Awesome! 
Day 19: Friday 20 April 2007 – Mallorca, Spain
Having wanted a couple of days taking it easy we decided to hire some bikes for the morning to explore more of the area close to our hotel.  We rode for a couple of hours with the scenery being very beautiful.  The bike paths were right next to the beach if not actually on the beach.  It was a fabulous way to spend the morning.  We ventured up to Alcanada before stopping for lunch at Port Alcudia.  After lunch we had decided to head back to the hotel for a siesta by the pool however Rob’s tyre puncture delayed us some time.  My ride home was very relaxed with Rob jogging most of the way back.  I did offer to swap for a bit.  Only would happen to Rob!  We finally managed to get back to the hotel, claimed some deck chairs by the beach and got stuck into a jug of Sangria.   “It’s tough sometimes!  Gee I’m glad it’s us doing it!”  We also managed a few games of Yahtzee and a gorgeous pina colada before dinner.  I then passed out!  I don’t know whether it was the physical morning on the bike, the sangria, pina colada, time in the sun, beer with dinner or a combination of it all! 
Day 20: Saturday 21 April 2007 – Mallorca, Spain
It was an early breakfast before our sightseeing drive; destination Soller.  Initially we had wanted to stay in Soller but our attempts to find accommodation from the mainland failed.  There were a few wrong turns to begin the day however the scenery of the Sierra de Tramuntana was superb so it didn’t really matter.  It was tough being navigator, the map we had was useless and Rob sometimes doesn’t listen.  (Rob note:  Despite always listening to my wonderful girlfriend I find it very difficult to drive with little navigational aid).  The Sierra de Tramuntana is a mountain range that lines the west coast of the island.  We had a quick stop in Fornalutx (peaceful and quaint village off the tourist trail) prior to lunch in Port Soller deciding to give Soller itself a miss altogether.  Port Soller was a beautiful little town made so by the water and mountains surrounding it; a quaint little port village.  The roads travelled were very windy and the 200,000,000 cyclists made it all the more interesting and at times very frustrating.  After several more wrong turns to finish off the afternoon we returned to our hotel to enjoy the sunshine by the pool with beer before having dinner and retiring for the night.
Day 21: Sunday 22 April 2007 – Mallorca to Barcelona, Spain
We had to leave before breaky started (boo-hoo) for our catamaran (high speed this time) trip to Barcelona.  Rather than the 8 hours overnight crossing this was 3 ½ hours of catamaran goodness during the day so we were able to look at all the water.  We disembarked in Barcelona and spent the first hour looking for accommodation.  We could only get one night at the Hotel California (another hotel recommended by Nikki and Paul).  Needless to say that song stayed in our heads for the duration of our stay…. Sing it “Welcome to the Hotel California, such a lovely place!”  So we checked in and went exploring.  First stop the Arc de Triomf (not as big as its Parisian friend).  It was then onto the Sagrada Familia one of Gaudi’s many building around the city and perhaps his most brilliant, definitely his biggest.  It was one of the most original and amazing buildings we have been in and we spent 3 hours looking around inside (even though it’s not finished yet) and climbing two of the many towers.  Given this building was started in the early 1800’s (yep) there is no guessing when it will be complete.  From the cathedral it was a walk back to our hotel with an Italian dinner pit stop.  Of all the restaurants we could have chose we went with one that had only one beer on the menu – Foster’s – can you believe it?  God damm, we’re in Spain and no one back home drinks that shit!  We also had another unsuccessful attempt at finding accommodation for our next two nights.  Maybe tomorrow tourist information will be more successful!
Day 22: Monday 23 April 2007 – Barcelona, Spain
Rob had an early visit to tourist information to look for accommodation while I stayed in bed.  Nice girlfriend aren’t I?  Anyway once the stupid accommodation was sorted we took off for the cathedral only to go the wrong way.  The benefit of me getting us lost was that we found a small café doing a BIG BREAKY with two fried eggs, bacon, toast, OJ and coffee!  Bliss!  Absolutely great way to start our day!  Back on track we found the cathedral and ventured up to the roof for some great views of Barcelona.  We then took off to the beach to wander our way down the waterfront.  It was cable car time for a ride up to the site of the 1992 Olympic venues.  The diving venue probably had the best views overlooking the city.  It was good too as the stadium is open for the public to have a look at though if you wanted to go onto the track it was guided tour only.  Also up near the Olympic venue was this kick arse museum that has a water area known as the Magic Fountain.  Unfortunately the Magic Fountain only works on the weekend so we missed it however the two young girls getting arrested and taken away by the police made up for it.  We then picked up our bags and checked into our new hotel.  I’ve been craving both Japanese and Mexican for some time now so after finding a restaurant of each near our hotel it was all systems go.  Well the Japanese restaurant doesn’t do Japanese anymore and the Mexican was shut .  It was an hour later we decided to settle for McDonalds.  Actually it was probably the best Big Mac I’ve ever had (saying something huh) and we were thankful to spot those big yellow M’s given how late it was.
Day 23: Tuesday 24 April 2007 – Montserrat, Spain
It was another early start for the train ride from Barcelona to Montserrat (monastery); about an hour out of Barcelona.  Once there we took the cable car to the top and had a general wander.  We also checked out the Basilica (though Mass was about to start).  The monastery is set at the top of a huge mountain and the views of the surrounding areas are spectacular.  We then took the Sant Joan funicular up to Sant Joan which is a small chapel about an hours hike (round trip) from the top of the funicular.  We then decided to walk back to the monastery via Sant Miguel (another small chapel) which took about 1 ½ hours walking.  As a reward for our efforts we had lunch.  I couldn’t finish mine, what I rated as the worst sandwich ever.  Like really how can you stuff up a sandwich?  Also had a few beers which made the lunch pit stop very interesting!  I blame the altitude!  After lunch we went back to the Basilica to view the Virgin Mary (a statue you kiss – pilgrim’s line up for hours to do it).  Apparently the Virgin Mary appeared in a grotto very near the monastery hence the famousness of the site.  We then jumped on the other funicular to visit the Santa Cove, the grotto (now a chapel) where the Virgin makes cameos.  Another bit of a wander before catching the rack railway back to the station for the train back to Barcelona.  Rather than calling it a night we descended on the grungy part of town to partake in some laundry.  Fun!  When we were walking back to the hotel from the Laundromat we saw a sushi/sashimi place right near our hotel.  But they sucked as they didn’t have any availability, really, they just didn’t like the look of Rob.  Mexican was still shut, those fuckers, however we found a small Thai place that was very funky.  The food filled the spot and the wine was absolutely wonderful.
Day 24: Wednesday 25 April 2007 – Barcelona, Spain to Foix, France
So Barcelona sucks arse!  Waking up we thought, awesome, just pop down to reception and keep this room for another night so we can polish off the rest of Barcelona that we want to see, that way enabling us to head off early the next morning to conquer our next unknown destination.  Not to be however, obviously we were not one with the accommodation Gods for Barcelona.  No vacancy was two words we were sick of hearing.  Rather than stick around looking for another nights accommodation we thought ‘Let’s blow this joint’.  So after a quick check of the numerous travel books and our timetable book we headed to Barcelona’s main train station with our destination being Foix, France, oui, oui!  Five hours, 2 trains, a bus ride (almost into Andorra), general confusion and some of the best scenery we have ever seen later we arrived in Foix.  No problems with accommodation, a beer or two and we were very happy to be in France.  Now as much as we liked Barcelona and would have liked another day to explore we were very excited to be out of the big smoke continuing with our travels.  And of course, the French language, it is so much easier than the Portuguese or Spainish, oui, oui.

Day 25: Thursday 26 April 2007 – Foix, France
There were 2 sites we really wanted to see near Foix.  My bus and train timetable reading in French skills weren’t up to scratch so we attacked tourist information first thing in the morning to find out where we could hire a car.  It was a Mars Bar each for breakfast as our trust big yellow M’s let us down (renovation work, whatever, I think Ronald was just being a slacka).  And we were on the road again, first destination Labouiche.  River Souterraine at Labouiche is the longest underground (approximately 60 metres below) navigable river in Europe at 1,500 metres.  Our guide when realising we didn’t speak French was very generous giving us commentary where he could in English.  Having eaten so little at breakfast we stopped at a road side diner (read caravan on the side of the highway) and had a tasty burger each before heading to our next destination Grotto Lombrives.  Grotto Lombrives is the largest cave in Europe and are in the Guinness Book of Records as being the biggest show cave in Europe.  The cave is enormous.  There were amazing stalactites (hang on to the ceiling) and stalagmites (from the floor) everywhere.  The only disappointments being the crap tractor ride to access the cave, no photos were allowed and the tour was only in French.  A simple brochure to explain the rooms would have been enough.  It was especially disappointing given our earlier tour guide and his helpfulness in explaining things in English.  We felt like we missed a lot of valuable information, and she seemed to just want to talk so we got bored waiting for her to shut up.  More beers, more pizza!  It was an early night due to the early morning to come.
Day 26: Friday 27 April 2007 – Foix to Perpignan (via Villefranche de Conflent), France
It was a 5.50am departure from Foix for the train back to La Tour de Carol (frontier station) for our connection to Villefranche de Conflent.  Villefranche de Conflent was a small but lovely medieval town with a cool Fort, Fort Liberia which we had to ourselves.  Lucky for us a hotel close to the train station let us deposits our big bags so we could explore the town and fort.  The forts notable feature is the 832 underground steps back to the town.  Given Villefranche de Conflent was such a tiny town we thought we’d continue on to Perpignan whose train connections to Nice would be better for us tomorrow.  When we got back to the train station we were informed of the train strike.  Lucky for us a replacement bus was scheduled for approximately the same time as the train we were hoping to catch so it all worked out well.  It also explained the earlier bus rather than train we had been on from La Tour de Carol.  So overall it was a successful day for transport for us even though there was a strike on.  And to top off a great day, we finally got some Japanese for dinner.  Given that we had been craving it for a few weeks I think our waitress was a little overwhelmed by how much we ordered but of course we demolished it and were happy little vegemite’s.
Day 27: Saturday 28 April 2007 – Perpignan to Nice, France
The first train from Perpignan to Marseille didn’t exist today, or it did in the European timetable book, but not at the station so it was a bit of a wait for our train to Montpellier.  It also meant an additional train change and rather than arriving in Nice at 2pm we were now scheduled to arrive at 9pm.  Montpellier was a lunch pit stop in some very pretty gardens.  Next stop Marseille and for an exorbitant amount we left our luggage for a quick 3 ½ hour tour of the city.  Initially we had thought to stay in Marseille rather than go the whole way to Nice but after about an hour we were very glad we didn’t.  Rob thought Marseille was a stinky shit hole.  The port area is very nice but overall we found the town dirty.  Could have been all the construction they were doing at the time.  But the 100’s of homeless bums and derelicts didn’t help matters either.  Marseille has a triumph arc (smaller than Paris’s of course) however unlike its Parisian counterpart it was home to bum and tent city.  I think if you were homeless or a bum in this town than the arc was the place to be seen.  In the city’s defence we didn’t see a lot of it; I’m sure in other places our opinion may have differed.  So true the saying that ‘first opinions count for a lot’.  The train ride from Marseille was completely packed with Rob & I forced to stand (at least until the first stop about an hour into the journey).  The train, a little older than some of the other trains we had become accustomed to was unlike any that are allowed in Australia.  It had open windows and as we followed the water along the coast we were free to stick our heads out (carefully and not by much), hair in the breeze and enjoy the ride.  Eventually we got to Nice.  The day wouldn’t have been complete without the confusion surrounding our reservation.  Finally after some gentle persuasion, average French and a telephone call we were allowed to check in.  A lovely Vietnamese dinner topped off our day.  C’est bon!
Day 28: Sunday 29 April 2007 – Nice, France
Sunday, a day of rest; so we ventured down to the beach sussing out some spots where I could bake later on.  There was a fun run on so there were people everywhere.  If only we had known!  After scoping out our-to-be towel spot we went up to the Castle (ruins) for some amazing panoramic views of Nice and its port.  We came back down into the port area to check out the boats; sigh; one day when we when some millions!  It was then a casual walk around town getting a feel for the place before heading back to the hotel for bikini’s, boardies and towels.  Whoohoo!!!!  The beach in Nice is pebbles so after claiming our spot got down to some serious bruising baking action.  Several kids near us had a major excavation happening so it wasn’t that peaceful and we lay in fear of rocks landing on our heads.  None did and eventually (thank God) they went home and we were happy.  A definite highlight of the trip was our first swim in the Mediterranean.  Another Whoohoo!!!  The water however and this is no joke was fucking freezing.  I thought I was going to lose toes…..but you know still refreshing!  Rob stayed in a lot longer than I could.  We finally got some Mexican for dinner.  Overall a little disappointing, my food was good, Rob’s was crap and the service atrocious with the waitress yelling at us.  Oh and there was lots of boobies on the beach; Rob’s included!
Day 29: Monday 30 April 2007 – Nice including Eze Village & Villefranche Sur Mer, France
Today we had planned to go to Grasse an area made famous for perfume.  It took me a little longer to get going this morning and in the meantime Rob was sussing out other things to do.  He read about a town called Eze Village which got a mention for its spectacular scenery.  Also some of the Grasse perfumeries had factories there.  Given it was easier to get to than Grasse and it was on the same train line from Nice to another town we wanted to check out (Villefranche Sur Med) we changed our plans.  Rob mentioned the walk to Eze Village from the train station Eze Bord de Mer was uphill.  What he failed to mention was the 400 metre vertical, 1 hour hike (in good practical shoes) it takes to get to the village.  Fortunately for us we had the hiking boots on and not the heels.  45 minutes later panted our way into one of the perfumeries ‘Fragonard’ stinking of our own new fragrance which I named ‘L & R Sweat’!!!!  The tour they give is free and ended up being a private one, just the two of us which was good.  Especially given our tour guide was from Japan and was giving the English tour.  Once our purchases had been made we decided to check out the town.  To tell you the truth I wasn’t expecting much but it was absolutely stunning.  The savoury crepes we had for lunch at the beginning of the village, so delicious, the best we’ve ever had and a sign of good things to come. The Eze Gardens filled with numerous types of cacti was beautiful; located at the top of the village and well worth the 5 Euro entrance fee with views back down to the village and down to and along the coast.  After wandering the village and a quick check of the train timetable it was a mad ½ hour scramble back down to Eze Bord de Mer for the next train (hourly you see) to Villefranche Sur Med.  We made it to the train station in time only to realise I had read the timetable wrong.  Anyway there was a bus headed that way in the next 10 minutes so we jumped on board it.  Villefranche Sur Med is located on a big bay with harbour area to the side.  The town is gorgeous.  Such an unbelievable setting!  In our time there we found ourselves some future retirement villas and boats and were so happy with the lack of tourists and the charming views.  It was then back on the train for our 20 minute ride to Nice.
Day 30: Tuesday 1 May 2007 – Nice including Cannes & Monaco, France
A quick train trip from Nice to Cannes was a nice start to our day.  Today is a public holiday throughout Europe (May Day) and almost everything is closed.  Good thing with the shops as I doubt we could afford anything in Cannes anyway.  To begin the sightseeing in Cannes we checked out the ‘Row of Hands’, not quite Hollywood’s Walk of Fame but same principle with hand prints instead.  From there we checked out some more boats in the harbour before legging it uphill to check out the panoramic views offered from the museum and cathedral (both closed).  Then we wandered along the esplanade before heading back to the train station.  Rather than get off in Nice we decided to continue to Monte Carlo – Monaco (which we had planned to do tomorrow).  Unfortunately they were setting up for the Grand Prix so the scaffolding took away some of the view.  It was here in Monaco we saw our biggest leisure boat ‘Lady Moura’ was the biggest of the trip and calling it fucking enormous is an understatement.  Put all others to shame with its size.  We then walked up to the Royal Palace for some stunning views back over the harbour towards the casino.  It was then a wander through the small streets of the old town with gelati to go.  We also went into the cathedral were the royals including Princess Grace and Prince Rainer III are buried.  From there it was to the casino.  Rob had promised me a car show and we weren’t disappointed.  Red Ferrari for me thanks!  Or was the green Aston Martin mine?  The casino has a pretty strict dress code which we didn’t meet so no gambling for us however they did let us in for a bit of a look around the foyer.  It was then back to Nice for laundry, internet and those good old yellow M’s.  The only reason McDonalds was the only option for dinner was because it was the only thing open after we finished our chores at 10pm.
Day 31: Wednesday 2 May 2007 – Nice, France to Riomaggiore, Italy
It was two delayed trains, a missed connection and all day travelling from Nice to our eventual destination of Riomaggiore (Cinque Terre), Italy.  It was awesome to see some of the scenery between the towns on the coast with the highlight of the trip being from Nice (France) to Menton (Italy).  Very beautiful!  Once arrived in Riomaggiore it was beers and cheese on the terrace.  We were very happy to finally have made it here.  
Day 32: Thursday 3 May 2007 – Riomaggiore, Italy
“Rain, rain, go away come again another day!”
Today it started with a bit of rain so we thought we’d take it very easy!  Sit at home, read and relax.  And hope that tomorrow is a better day.  

We did go out for dinner however for some mussels and fish.  It was a bit of a splurge but definitely one of the better meals of the trip.

Day 33: Friday 4 May 2007 – Riomaggiore, Italy
Well today it started with rain so we slept in and had a late home cooked breaky.  Very tasty, including the portion of my tooth that fell out and managed to swallow with my toast.  Oh and then the sunshine!  Cinque Terre is made up of five towns on the coast – Monterosso, Vernazza, Corniglia, Manarola and Riomaggiore.  So it was at 12pm we jumped on the train to the first town Monterosso which felt like the longest of trips hoping that the sunshine would continue.  
Once at Monterosso we grabbed lunch to go before tackling the first part of the track to Vernazza.  It was suggested 2 hours but we knocked it over in 1 ½ hours.  It was a quick tour of Vernazza including its castle and tower before heading to Corniglia.  Again we did it in cracking pace, 50 minutes rather than the suggested 1 ½ hours.  While we waited for the train to take us back to Riomaggiore we had a beer for our troubles.  We would have liked to walk back past the other two towns however the paths were closed due to the weather.  Overall given the late start of the day we were very happy with what we had achieved.  And to end the day the best sun dried tomatoes with our anti pesto on the terrace – YUM!
Day 34: Saturday 5 May 2007 – Riomaggiore, Italy
We were awoken this morning at 5am by a massive thunderstorm so our prayers of sunshine and a nice day obviously were not heard.  It was another late home cooked breaky similar to yesterday (minus the tooth).  Also much similar to yesterday was that the sun decided to appear around 11.30am.  So we were off to tackle the first section of the path that we missed yesterday.  The path Riomaggiore to Manarola was again meant to be closed but much to our surprise and delight it was open.  Yeah!  After a look around Manarola we walked as far as we could to Corniglia until the closed gate which indicated that the path was indeed shut (due to the weather conditions).  Looking ahead we could actually see Corniglia and were happy with the amount of path we didn’t get to cover, probably about 300 metres we missed in total.  So we were pretty happy with the 98% we did get to see.  We then turned around and walked back to Riomaggiore for lunch and then jumped on the boat to Monterosso.  The boat ride gave us a different perspective of the coast and allowed us some gelati time in Monterosso before getting the boat back to Riomaggiore.  Once back at Riomaggiore we discovered another path from the town heading along the coast away from the other towns.  It was breathtaking and very beautiful. This short section of path made up for the part of the Cinque Terre path we missed this morning.
Day 35: Sunday 6 May 2007 – Riomaggiore to Florence (via Pisa), Italy
It was cappuccino and a cup of chocolate flavoured sugar sludge (for Rob) to go prior to our train to Pisa.  We thought we’d take a quick look around Pisa before continuing on to Florence for the night.  Obviously the main tourist draw card is the leaning tower and once there we secured our time to climb up it.  Expensive for the half hour you are allowed up at 15 Euro each.  While waiting for our time we had a brief look inside the towers cathedral and took the mandatory leaning tower photos.  You know the ones where you hold it up, lean on it, etc.  Then it was up the tower.  The walk up is a very bizarre feeling.  After the tower we got ripped off at the baptistery which was totally overpriced for what it is.  Our quest for lunch at a nice café in Pisa failed miserably and we ended up at McDonalds once again for what would have to be the most disgusting meal of the whole trip rivalling the dodgy cheese on toast we had for breaky in Valencia.  Then it was back on the train to Florence where it was raining when we arrived.  Once the rain stopped we ventured towards The Duomo to check out the town and then onwards to the river.  It was a nice meal out followed by an early night.  
Day 36: Monday 7 May 2007 – Florence, Italy
It was a foggy start to the day so rather than start at the lookout we went to one of the smaller churches close to the train station instead.  It was then a nice stroll along the river up towards Michelangelo Square which is located on top of a hill for some great panoramic views of Florence.  It was then some more walking through the town and its many squares to Florence’s main cathedral The Duomo.  Rather than go inside or climb the tower we decided to climb up into the dome.  The views offered from the top were spectacular.  Given I wasn’t feeling too well and some of the sights were closed as it was Monday we had a late lunch and headed back to the hotel for some rest.  Rest lasted all afternoon however we did venture out for some dinner later in the evening.
Day 37: Tuesday 8 May 2007 – Florence to Venice, Italy
We arrived in Venice before lunch thanks to us getting the early train from Florence.  Both Rob and I have visited Venice before however this time we were going to explore together….ahhh!!!!!  We started off walking randomly which is so much fun in Venice.  We then headed towards the Rialto Bridge and then onto St Marks Square where we drank some quality beer.  It was the most expensive beer we have ever consumed.  Moretti at 9.80 Euro a bottle!  Only one each otherwise we were going to have to refinance the last two days of our trip.  It was then to Acamedia Bridge and a look at the entrance to the Grand Canal.  We then jumped on ferry 82 for a ride back to the train station around the back on Venice (rather than through it on the Grand Canal).  Dinner was pizza (once again), Rob had a Calzone which was like a massive pizza turnover, huge but he managed to scoff it all of course.
Venice is one of those cities I think that could amaze even if you had been here a dozen times before.  Our second trip each and for me one of my favourites, ranked up there with the likes of New York and Paris.

Day 38: Wednesday 9 May 2007 – Venice (including Murano), Italy
To start the day we wandered up to St Marks Square taking the back streets via the Rialto.  We didn’t get lost once – good thing I was in charge of directions and not Rob.  (Rob note: pity Lou’s navigational skills aren’t that good in the car.)  To start we checked out the cathedral including the museum area with its views over the square and behind the altar with its jewelled screen.  We then took the lift to the top of the bell tower.  Believe it or not we were very disappointed not to be faced with 600+ spiral stairs.  It was then onto ferry 5 for the trip to Murano to check out where the world famous glass is made.  We were lucky to find one factory were we got a great free commentary and look around; they were in the process of making flower parts for a chandelier.  Purchases were made before heading back to Venice.  There was plenty of time for some more gelati before the number 1 ferry back to Rialto for beer o’clock.  We then decided to splurge and get a gondola ride.  It was very nice to check out some of the smaller canals and our gondolier had heaps of information for us but overall I think the experience is definitely overpriced and overrated.
Day 39: Thursday 10 May 2007 – Venice, Italy to London, UK
It was another early start for the bus ride to the airport for our flight back to London Gatwick.  We left a beautiful sunny day and arrived back in rainy London.  The flight for me seemed to take ages and I was so glad when we disembarked several hours later.  It was nice to finally be home!
