OVERLAND TO CORTIJO ROMERO

Although I’d been to Cortijo Romero several times, travelling to Malaga by air, I was becoming very uncomfortable about doing so. Increasing our carbon footprint seems so at odds with the ethos of such a wonderful place and I wanted to find a more earth-friendly way to travel.  What follows is a practical description of my journey.

I made initial enquiries with Rail Europe’s information line, tel 08705 848 848, as I prefer to speak directly with someone I can explain my needs to.  They were extremely helpful and I was able to sort out all my rail tickets through them.  The tickets arrived by post within three days of booking. Their online address is www.raileurope.co.uk.

As I live in Guernsey, my trip began with a boat trip to St. Malo and onward to Paris by train. Folk living in England need to get to London where they can board the Eurostar train to Paris, the earlier you book, the less it costs.

The Eurostar arrives at Gare du Nord station in Paris.  The “train hotel” to Madrid leaves Paris from Gare d’Austerlitz.  The number 5 metro links these two stations directly and is fast and frequent.

The train hotel leaves late evening and several travelling options are on offer.  An airline seat is cheapest.  For a few pounds more I had a place in a four-berth cabin.  For the first couple of hours the beds are hidden in the walls and one can sit and watch the country passing by.  Sometime after 9.30p.m. the staff re-arrange the compartment – seats disappear and are replaced by four comfortable berths/beds with clean sheets and blankets, drinking water, disposable towels and earplugs.  There is a light at the head of each bed.  There is also a sink for freshening up and teeth cleaning.  There are separate toilets on each carriage.

A more expensive cabin is a two-berth cabin and the most expensive is a single.  I was travelling on my own and meeting women from other countries was enjoyable and the occasional language difficulties both amusing and stimulating.  On both outward and return journeys there were just three of us in a four berth cabin.  Each cabin is single sex, obviously and there was a great mix of people travelling, some on their own, some couples, groups and in families.  Lots of young travellers, language students, families visiting family members, people travelling for work.

The train arrives approximately 9.00a.m. in Charmatin Madrid station.  There is an overland local train (sorry can’t remember the local name for them) which costs very little and links Charmatin to Madrid Atocha, which is the station the Malaga train departs from.  There are fast and fairly frequent trains to Malaga.  Although European trains are very efficient, I’d allowed myself some slack in case of delays and couldn’t arrive in Malaga until well after 4.00p.m. which was considered too late for the CR transport.  So I arrived on the Friday and spent the night in a room overlooking the garden at the Los Alamos Hotel.  I do wonder if the times of the transport to CR might be altered slightly to accommodate anyone travelling down by train, although staying at the Los Alamos was very pleasant.

So London to Paris, Paris to Madrid, Madrid to Malaga.  I wanted to feel good about the journey – I love trains – and I wasn’t disappointed.  It was most relaxing being lulled to sleep by the rhythms and sounds of the train journey through the night, watching the landscape change, the night sky, the sun rising over the hills of northern Spain – I enjoyed it all.  There is a restaurant car of course and early morning coffee and croissant was most acceptable, though I did notice that a lot of travellers brought their own food.

Yes, overall my return journey did cost more than a return air trip, but not by much.  It was wonderful not having to check in hours before, there was less security to endure, no queues and I wasn’t constantly bombarded with advertising exhortations to shop, shop, shop!  The staff were efficient, my fellow travellers friendly and it was wonderful having space to lie down.  It’s hard to describe how enjoyable it was to be aware of actually moving across the earth.  Observing the gradual changes – of landscape, towns, villages, fields, hills and of light.  I felt so much more connected to Europe when I returned home and enjoyed the sense of having been on a proper journey.  Of course, it took longer but I regarded the travelling as part of my holiday and welcomed the chance to interact with people from other countries and figuring things out.

I returned with a great sense of achievement and hope to repeat this way of travelling whenever time and finances permit.   It’s worth trying, really!

Carolyn Myryam.

