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Fever Espana:  
The Sun Also Surprises  
(or, the Road To Pamplona: Fiesta 
In A Clio) 
As the annual pilgrimage to 
Pamplona’s running of the bulls 
draws closer, freelance writer Mark 
Piggott follows Hemingway’s 
footsteps across Northern Spain- and 
finds himself wondering whatever 
happened to the real man... 
 

 
 
Perhaps the Holloway Hemingway tag 
was a bit tongue in cheek. First thing in 
the morning you’re far more likely to 
find me lying in bed drinking a bottle 
of wine than out harpooning dolphins 
in Cuba or whatever. Even when I 
visited Ernie’s shrine in Key West, I 
found myself holding back from 
stroking the descendants of his six-toed 
cats in case they had fleas. 
Nevertheless, in the vague hopes some 
of Hemingway’s spirit would rub off, I 
decided to explore Northern Spain with 
my partner, Lynda, an indomitable 
nurse from Liverpool (she doesn’t so 
much take your temperature, as steal 
it). Although both are familiar with the 
coastal regions, neither of us had 
travelled extensively through the 
interior of this vast country before. 

In order to gain access to those lost 
villages and mountain passes, you need 
your own transport, so we drove to 
Portsmouth and boarded P&O’s 
enormous ferry The Pride of Bilbao. 
It’s a 36 hour trip, but worth it, 
because when you get to Spain you 
have your own car, and all without 
having to traverse the toll roads of 
Vichy France.  
Cabins aboard the boat are compact but 
clean, with their own toilet, power 
shower, radio and dressing table. There 
are four single beds, each of which fold 
away easily. It’s also worth paying that 
bit extra for one with a port-hole to 
watch the watery world go by.  
Prices aboard are surprisingly 
reasonable: £2 pint, £ 4 for the cinema, 
£4. There is a swimming pool deep in 
the ship’s bowels, sauna, gym, 
beautician, creche, cheap supermarket, 
three café/restaurants and at least four 
bars; the ship isn’t so much a floating 
town as a floating boozer, which is 
probably why it’s so popular with stag 
parties.  
If you get bored with the ennui that is 
bingo in the afternoons, the ship’s 
wildlife officer is on hand to help you 
try and spot whales, dolphins and sea 
birds. The ship has good disabled 
access and is suitable for kids. There’s 
no internet access aboard though, and 
no breakfast after 11.  
That first evening in the Galax (y?) 
Lounge, the first thing we see is a fat 
bloke diving on the stage for a garish 
jug of cocktails. Later there’s a 
Hollywood review performed by with 
endearing enthusiasm. Most of the 
passengers are on a three day mini-
cruise, with just a few hours in Bilbao 
to see the Guggenheim, a fishing 
village or (more often) the 
hypermarket for cheap booze and fags.  
The sea is calm on the outward 
journey, and calm on board: fogeys, 
loud teenage groups and happy 
families playing cards. If I were being 
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churlish, I’d say that the bingo goes on 
too late, meals from the carverie are 
somewhat school-dinnerish and in the 
cinema the soundtracks overlap, but 
overall it’s a pleasurable and fun way 
to travel. The holiday has already 
started. And the sun always sets over 
the Bay of Biscuits or whatever it’s 
called. 
 
Tuesday, 14th May. 
Just out of Portsmouth we meet two 
bumpkins from Oxford on a three day 
‘mini-cruise’ to sample the delights of 
a Bilbaoan hypermarket, cheap beer 
and bingo. Do our best to ignore them.  
 
Wednesday 15th. 
We wake to watch the sun rise over the 
Bay of Biscay. Actually, that’s a lie. 
Sleep off a hangover, wake at eleven 
and miss breakfast. Decide hair of the 
dog is the only answer to the uneasy 
feeling in the pit of my stomach. 
Today is the third anniversary of the 
first time I met Lynda, so I take her out 
on deck and propose- not grimly, like 
the writer in Amis’s The Information- 
but I propose, nevertheless, on a ship 
to Spain, smiling strangely like Burt 
Lancaster in The Swimmer. She says 
yes. 
 
Thursday 16th. 
Arriving by boat has to be one of the 
most romantic ways to enter a country. 
We go up on deck and watch Spain 
appear in the early morning haze. 
Bilbao looks fairly industrial, so we 
head West towards Santander on the 
spectacular A8 coast road. Every now 
and then a glimpse of a fishing village, 
or a coastal resort, between green 
mountains.  
Then we turn inland, rising through 
Alpine pastures, almost like 
Switzerland except when you pass 
through the pueblos, unmistakably 
Spanish- anachronistic men with 
donkeys, Once boxes (the Spanish 

lottery, more popular than ours because 
occasionally someone wins 
something), early morning bars full of 
men smoking, drinking and arguing- 
the women of course all at work. 
 

 
 
Burgos itself is a small, hot ciudad (the 
Spanish have no word for town). At 
the heart of everything stands the 
immense 13th Century cathedral, 
which is closed. There is also a statue 
of the legendary eleventh century 
warrior El Cid (who is buried locally), 
and an Irish bar, presumably to 
replenish the pilgrims. At the 
enormous Al Campo huge supermarket 
we buy wine and cheese. 
This is Rioja country, so we partake of 
a wonderful Vinadrian by Luis 
Gurpegui Muga, one of an astonishing 
range of great wines which are on sale 
at well under £2, and often under a 
pound. To line the stomach we eat a 
soft cheese called Bio Tierno with 
crusty bread and tomatoes the size of 
apples. 
Later, it occurs to me that perhaps it 
isn’t the old man with the donkey who 
is the anachronism; it is us, zooming 
through in our Renault Clio, noisily 
and dirtily through ancient meadows 
and pastures, our brains not yet ready 
for the developments science has 
inflicted upon us all. 
 
Friday 17th. 
The Fuentes Blancas campsite is green 
with its own bar but tries to rip us off. 
The A1 towards Madrid is quite empty 
and good quality, smooth, but then 
rises slowly through passes which 
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remind me of Scotland, not 
coincidentally in an almighty 
rainstorm.  
 

 
 
Into Segovia, a world heritage sight, 
mainly because of the enormous 2,000 
year old aqueduct which straddles the 
old town. Into town, clean and laid-
back, problems with my pronunciation- 
I learned what little I know in 
Andalucia, far to the South. They don’t 
exactly go out of their way to help you- 
the waiter in Cafeteria Orly (brown 
wood decor, scrunched up bills from 
earlier in the day all around the grand 
bar like betting slips) pretended he had 
no idea what ‘menu’ meant.  
Strange how I’ve had far fewer 
problems with language when 
travelling round the world than within 
Europe. But then, this is my seventh 
trip to Spain, so possibly I should 
know a bit more than donde esta Fat 
Harry’s bar, por favor? That wouldn’t 
be so bad, but of course as soon as 
anyone answers I lose track and run 
away. 
The campsite is dripping wet, and now 
we know why it’s so green. On each 
site so many campervans of the 
affluent North- Danish, British, Dutch 
and German- the trouble is that means 
everyone stays inside watching satellite 
TV rather than playing rounders 
together as we used to as children in 
France. 
There are cerveza (beer) machines 
everywhere, even in garages, and 
cheap at 0.75 euros a can. Why do the 
English think everyone else are the odd 

ones out? Does Stirling really have 
more history- more currency- than the 
peseta, the mark, drachma, lira and 
franc, each of whom didn’t so much as 
murmur adieux? 
 

 
 
Saturday, 18th. 
The Renfe train to Madrid is on time, 
almost empty, and a pleasant way of 
arriving in the capital. It’s also cheap: a 
day return from Segovia, two hours 
each way, is only 8.5 euros each. 
Madrid rises out of a flat plain, not as 
unforgiving as I’d been led to believe- 
at least, not in the spring. The plain is 
besieged by high mountains, one of 
them containing Segovia, with snow 
on their peaks.  
The train comes into Atocha, with 
enormous glass ceilings and a jungle of 
palm trees, more like Kew Gardens 
than King’s Cross. Madrid is a small 
city, easily traversed on foot, with few 
attractions apart from the usual 
fountains, and embassies. The 
highlight for me is seeing the 
Bernabeu, Real Madrid’s stadium, just 
days after they won the European Cup 
for a record ninth time. There are 
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plenty of cheap cafes and three Irish 
bars in Chueca alone. 
 

 
 
The Plaza Mayor, Madrid’s answer to 
Piccadilly Circus. Queuing for open-
topped bus tickets, two scabby looking 
Madrilenos try to pick Lynda’s 
pockets. She spots them a mile off and 
they scuttle away. I’m tempted to shout 
thief, but have this vision of an 
accomplice sticking a knife in my heart 
and then vanishing into the crowd. 
Luckily they didn’t get anything. Four 
out of ten, for effort. Oxford Street’s 
pickpockets are much better. 
Ironically, if those two ladies of the 
nocha ever paid a visit to Lynda’s 
estate in Liverpool, there’s a pretty 
good chance they’d be eaten alive- 
literally. 
On the way home, my illnesses 
multiplying in both intensity and 
variety, the carriage is invaded by 
fifteen or so Spanish boisterous 
teenagers, boys and girls, in tracksuits. 
They are loud and physical, and for an 
hour the train seems full of the energy 
of youth, yet there is none of the 
intimidatory atmosphere you’d feel had 
they all been British. 
Back in Segovia the streets are full of 
families in best clothes parading along 
the playas and ruas, and two English 
people in sweaty shorts with a carrier 
bag full of Rioja and eyes full of 
fatigue. So cold at night, huddled 
beneath canvas and duvets listening to 
the rain, trying to remember if we’re 
camped in a dry river bed. 

 
 
Sunday, 19th. 
We head North East to Soria, a small 
town in Castilla y Leon. It contains 
many churches, some covered in Oi! 
graffiti which takes me back twenty 
years, capped with the enormous nests 
of white storks and their broods. But I 
can’t take it in. I have been struck 
down with a combination of sun stroke 
and a heavy cold, and insist we stay in 
a pension: the Hotel Viena (36 euros), 
with cramped toilets, a bar, TV, and 
two soft beds.  
Hemingway would have jumped out of 
bed and wrestled a bear, or shot a 
fascist. I just lie and groan, allowing 
Lynda occasionally to dab at my brow 
with a damp cloth as I wait for the 
paracytemol to work. It doesn’t take 
long- they’re soluble. I can’t swallow 
pills. 
A real low point: I sneeze, and bang 
my head on the corner of the bed unit, 
puncturing the skin and snot 
everywhere. Hemingway would have 
taken a goat skin of wine to recover. I 
take Ibuprofen. Of course, Hemingway 
had the advantage that global warming 
hadn’t then been invented. He might 
have found blowing up a fascist bridge 
a bit harder if he’d had to worry about 
applying Factor 4 to his moustache.  
I try to remember the name of the 
town, and fail. What a ghastly thought: 
dying in a town whose name you 
cannot remember.  
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Monday, 20th. 
Warm, doughy churrios and hot 
chocolate at Collado 58, which is 
obviously the place to be in Soria: the 
bottom bar is full of animated 
housewives, children and steam, but 
upstairs is quieter with views over the 
square. Feel that smug feeling after 
posting cards home (subtext of all 
cards: I’m here. You’re not). Did 
Hemingway send cards? What did they 
say? 
‘Spain. The Thirties. Dear Martha, I’m 
lying on my back beneath cool pines in 
the morning mountain pasture. Below 
me on the bridge I can see fascist 
soldiers smoking and marching in the 
sunshine and smoke is rising from a 
log cabin and- shit- out of space- see 
you soon- Hem.’ 
Then on towards Pamplona, the high 
plateau all sand and meadow, heather 
and vineyard, with a wild scattering of 
bloody orchid at the roadside. We’ve 
finally made it to Pamplona, a harsh 
looking cluster of concrete and spires, 
and suddenly I don’t fancy the idea of 
being chased by a ton of horned flesh 
through narrow alleyways, so we drive 

on to San Sebastian. Back on the A8: a 
toll road, and also one of the most 
scenic in Western Europe.  
 

 
 
You can tell we are entering Basque 
Country by the graffiti: 
INDEPENDENCIA! and ETA= 
ASESINOS . Also by the big sign 
thoughtfully erected by the council. 
San Sebastian itself is stunning, its old 
quarter in Parte Vieja all German 
bierkellers and French patisseries about 
a cute fishing harbour and dwarfed by 
the Monte Urgull and its statue of 
Christ.  
At the green and hedge-protected 
Camping Iguelda, high on the hill of 
the same name and immersed in a 
cloudy envelope, we partake of a bottle 
of Valdepenas courtesy of Senorio de 
los Llanos. Another joyous wine for 
under two quid. Spanish wine has an 
extra edge to it compared with French 
and Italian; you know what you’re 
drinking. Usually herb-infused and 
always strong. 

 
 
Afterwards, listening to the camp-site 
sounds of birds, and Bob Marley, and 
rain on canvas, I think about my 
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favourite sexual fantasy: me, Rebecca 
Front and Kathy Burke go on a 
camping holiday to North Wales. But, 
unbeknown to us all, the girls have 
inadvertently pitched their tent in a dry 
river bed. That evening, while we're 
enjoying a quite reasonable 
ploughman's lunch in the local pub, a 
heavy deluge causes their tent to be 
washed away and- I cannot go on. 
For the first and only time I can 
actually see what Tracy Emin was 
getting at with her tent lovers’ thing. 
How many have I forced to humour 
my whims and urges beneath damp 
canvas? I try to do the math, as Yanks 
singularly call it, but I get confused by 
blurring memories of Glastonbury and 
a solar eclipse.  

My earlier illnesses now appeared to 
have been joined by hay fever, altitude 
or attitude sickness and bronchial 
pneumonia. And my ears: they half-
popped as we descended from the 
central plateaus to the coast, and now 
they feel like some flesh eating ant is 
slowly burrowing into my brain. On 
top of which, Lynda says I may be 
suffering from hypochondria, which is 
a worry. 

Catastrophe! Somehow, the olive jar 
lid became loose in the drive up from 
Soria. Now the food- the Pot Noodles, 
the tuna, three tins of sweet corn, the 
Pringles, even the bottle of warm 
Amstel I’d been saving for yet another 
rainy day- all are coated in sticky olive 
juice. That’s the problem with 
camping: one small thing- a loose lid, a 
wet sock- and it’s the end of the world. 
Two Spanish hippy chicks regard us 
with barely-concealed derision: 
scampering to and fro from the car, 
which we noisily lock and unlock each 
time as if unloading the shopping from 
Safeways, washing olive juice off the 
beer and dressing like a thirty-
something English couple. I want to 
shout: I’ve attended raves! I’ve taken 
acid! I hung round in squats! But they 
wouldn’t understand. 

 
 
As it rains, I realise the fly sheet 
wasn’t separate from the other (which 
is which? I can’t be arsed to find out). I 
go outside, rubber mallet in hand, to 
resolve the matter- and just as I 
hammer the peg to its limit the guy 
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rope snaps. Reduced to frantically 
scrabbling with unhelpful fingers (all 
thumbs) in the dirt to no avail. Sit in 
the car, safe from the lightning, for a 
while, hoping Lynda’s alright.  
It is getting dark and so I remove my 
contact lens in the car’s light and go 
back to the tent. Outside there is 
thunder, and lightning can’t be far 
away. I try to work out if our tent poles 
are metallic, in which case all they’ll 
find in the morning is a smoking note-
book... suppose we’ll soon find out. 
 

 
 
Tuesday, 21st. 
Still alive. I suppose. To celebrate we 
go into San Sebastian to explore. 
Withdrawing money from a cash 
machine, it gives us a lot more than we 
asked for, and we wonder if they’ll still 
charge us for it. (Rashly) walk up 
Monte Urgull, where we disturb some 
wild cats sunning themselves after the 
rain. They glare at us with the same 
resentment of our own cats, of cats 
everywhere, when you disturb their 
sleep. (Life span of a cat: 10-20 years. 
Life span after subtracting sleeping 
time: roughly 35 minutes). 
Find a Lidl supermarket, which 
depresses me for some reason, and my 
nose is still full of snot like ambergris. 
But you can get one day old English 
newspapers, and later we find a radio 
station which plays a mix of English, 

Spanish and American, and drink 
several litres of Castillo de Olite 
(Union de Bodegas Artesanas) and eat 
cold chorizo. 
Another stormy night: lying, wine in 
hand, lightning illuminating just one of 
the four sides of the tent like a game of 
Simon which has chosen a tune by 
Phillip Glass. I tell Lynda that I read 
about someone being killed by 
lightning, and on his skin was a picture 
of the tree beneath which he sheltered, 
exposed by the flash. 
 

 
 
‘When I was twelve,’ says Lynda, ‘dad 
asked me to come in the garden shed. 
It was a dazzlingly bright sunlit day, 
and somehow because of this on the 
wall there was a picture of the street 
outside, upside down, which had been 
somehow been caught by the light and 
thrown through the keyhole.’ 
It’s a Wonderful Life by Black comes 
on the radio, and takes me back to lice-
infested floors of Holloway bedsits. 
The Holloway Hemingway? Perhaps 
not. On reflection, I’m not Earnest, 
trekking through strange lands in 
search of adventure; I’m Rolf Harris, 
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circa 1957, touring Europe with his 
wife in an old car. And, I conclude, 
I’m quite happy with that.  
 
Wednesday, 22nd. 
Along the coast to Bilbao, to a 
campsite steeped in disappointment: 
according to the book, it’s friendly, 
close to the subway and so on- in fact, 
it’s miles out of town, and the camper 
vans all have local plates, and in any 
case there’s nobody there. So back into 
town, to the old quarter called Casco 
Viejo, which is like an island 
surrounded by water, and to Hostal 
Gurea, a marvellous hotel with high 
ceilings and long corridors: the 
bathroom even has an ancient 
hairdryer. 
We walk along the bank of the Rio de 
Bilbao to the Guggenheim, a stunning 
museum designed by the American 
architect Frank Gehry. From one angle 
is looks like the Ark, and from the 
river you see how it has incorporated a 
bridge into its enormous structure. 
Modern art doesn’t really stoke our 
fires, so we drink beer in the bar and 
then wander around the empty glass 
corridors which swirl like tentacles 
until it closes. 
In a posh restaurant the waiter is 
horrible because I ask for vin and not 
vino, but the food makes up for his 
attitude. Almost. 
 
Thursday, 23rd. 
To the ludicrously cheap Eroski 
hypermarket on the way to the port, 
where we purchase good brands of 
vodka, Johnnie Walker, Baileys, gin, 
two litres of Martini, six bottles of 
champagne, 24 bottles of red wine (and 
some olive oil for appearance’s sake) 
for seventy quid. Another advantage to 
coming by boat: apart from the fact 
you have your own car, you’re relaxed, 
and being on boats is fun, if you stock 
up on booze you will almost certainly 
save money. 

Back on the love boat, nothing for it 
but booze, and a show, and a deep 
swell to the ocean. The English are all 
at sea, and the entertainers do Michael 
Jackson and David Bowie in an earnest 
fashion, and later there’s a disco which 
everyone engages with heartily, which 
is just as well as there’s nothing on at 
the cinema that I want to see and no 
dolphins to be found and not even a 
fish. 
 
Friday, 24th. 
Lynda enters a cheapo version of The 
Weakest Link and wins. Our prize is a 
mini-cruise for two between 
Portsmouth and Bilbao. Safely home in 
North London, the one-armed 
Madrileno asks me if I had a good 
time. ‘Muy bien,’ I tell him. He says 
something in Spanish and I run away. 
 

 


