ANDALUCIA MINI GUIDE. The Top Ten

Writing a mini-guide of Andalusia has been a tougher task
than expected, because for the first time we faced the
situation of not knowing what to exclude. This region in
southern Spain is so rich in history and natural beauty
that is almost impossible to choose just 10 destinations

The Andalusian scenery is spectacular and amazingly
varied. It switches from high mountains to river estuaries
and marshes, from cliffs overlooking the Atlantic Ocean to
quiet bays along the Mediterranean coast, from the
Almerian desert to evergreen forests, snow in winter and
sunny beaches of fine sand white almost all year round.

But the challenge was this, being able to
choose 10 destinations, including which
are for us the most representative of
Andalusia, which however are only the
tip of this beautiful and very large iceberg.
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Almería
Cabo de Gata
Cabo de Gata Natural Park is a large land and sea area, of
volcanic origin, which lies to the east of the city of Almeria, on the
Mediterranean Sea. It is the largest park in Andalusia as well as
being a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve site.

Cabo de Gata
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Jumping into the water to explore the surroundings with a
mask and a snorkel is an experience beyond the ordinary.
Usually the visibility is very good and you can
experience the magic of swimming with the inhabitants of
these waters.

If you love diving you can dive inside of the marine reserve, of
course, very rich in flora and fauna. Fishing is strictly controlled
which allows many species to reproduce. Groupers, moray
eels, forests of sea grass, rocky bottoms and underwater caves
are just a hint of what you see

Throughout the reserve beautiful coves are
nestled into the rocks, many accessible only by
boat others reachable along walking paths, and
great beaches such as Playa de Monsul or Playa
de los Genoveses, located in front of San José, the
best known village of Cabo de Gata.
Moving inland inside in the park, just around the
steep cliffs, you'll find the emerged part of this
volcanic area, dating back 16 million years.
It is a veritable open air museum of great scientific importance,
besides being also the natural habitat of hundreds of species,
including wild pigs, bats, foxes, chameleons, rabbits, hares etc.
Hiking along one of the many trails will lead you to discover a
particular type of vegetation that is able to adapt to this dry and arid
climate, surviving the lack of rain and soil salinity. Here you will find
for example the dwarf palm (the only native European) with India
figs, broom, thyme and a few fruit trees, inside the few cultivated
areas.

Cádiz
Tarifa
Tarifa
Tarifa is perhaps the most famous town on the Costa de la Luz,
which is the Atlantic Ocean coast of Andalusia and ranges from
the Strait of Gibraltar to the border with Portugal.
Tarifa is located just above the Strait, only a handful of miles
from the African coast of Morocco. It is nicknamed the
"capital of the wind”, an ideal place for any water sport that
includes the use of a sail and / or the presence of waves. Not a
day passes without the wind blowing, either from the west or from
the east, to the delight of thousands of kite and windsurfers that
populate Tarifa in summertime.
Windsurfing and Kitesurfing are the undisputed kings of the many
activities that you will find in Tarifa, which also attracts SUP and
surfing enthusiasts, although for the latter it is perhaps better to
move to Conil and El Palmar (Vejer de la Frontera).
Tarifa is impressive. It's a long stretch of huge white sandy
beaches, with a wild and virgin aspect, populated by few
chiringuitos here and there in front of the Ocean. It is similar to the
Pacific coast of Mexico, but a European version. The village itself
is a pleasant surprise, well kept and full of local specialty shops,
bars, restaurants and hotels for every taste and pocket.
During the summer you can get lost in its tangle of narrow, winding
streets, dragged away from the crowds of young people.
Among its nearly 40 km of beaches, the most famous is Playa de
Valdevaqueros, where sea and sky are constantly covered with
sails. To get here you can also choose to climb the beautiful sand
dune of Punta Paloma, a little piece of desert that marks the
boundary between the pine woods and the Ocean.

Between the many activities that take place during the day and
the frenetic nightlife that never seems to end, there is a moment
when everything stops, and that is at sunset.
Tarifa sunset over the Atlantic Ocean is an amazing and
wonderful natural show, where the huge red circle slowly dives
into the Ocean, leaving everyone contemplating the sea and the
changing colors of the darkening sky, grateful to be here in this
precise moment.

Grazalema
Grazalema is a village north of Cadiz, located in the famous
Sierra de Grazalema, the most humid and rainy area of the
whole Andalusia, a region known to be rather hot and dry. In this
contrast lies the strength of the Sierra, declared by UNESCO a
Biosphere Reserve and a Special Protection Area for wild birds.
This humid microclimate boasts lush and evergreen vegetation,
as well as being a natural habitat of many animal and plant
species.

Grazalema

The village of Grazalema is a typical Andalucian village with
narrow, winding streets and white houses, but the main
attraction is its nature, and the many outdoor activities that can
be practiced within.
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Hiking, biking and climbing are an opportunity to explore the
Sierra from the inside, along its many trails that cut
through ravines, rivers, forests and limestone cliffs,
or watching the scenery from the top
of one of the peaks such as El Torreon,
where on clear days you may be able to see
the African coast and the Strait of Gibraltar.

And the wonders of the Sierra do not lay only in its
surface, in fact this is an area with many caves,
including that of the "Complejo Hundidero Gato", the
largest cave system of Andalusia, or the "Cueva de
la Pileta, famous for its archaeological remains.

And if you want want to be really awe inspired you can admire the
Garganta Verde, an incredible vertical cliff with a 400 meters drop.
Among the plant species, we can mention the blue spruce, which is
typical of the Serrania de Ronda, as well as elms, willows, poplars,
for a total of 90 species.

Cádiz
Provincial capital and one of the oldest European
cities, Cadiz overlooks the Atlantic Ocean to which is
tied by a fine strip of land, making it a city full of
beautiful white beaches with busy nightlife.

Cadiz

Famous for good food and gregarious people (called Gaditanos),
Cadiz offers the most famous and colorful Carnival in Spain. During
the Carnival week almost everyone, from kids to elderly, dress up in
costumes for the event, abandoning any sense of shame. People
fill the streets to create a massive party, something the Gaditanos
do best!
The Atlantic Ocean is without a doubt a perfect partner to discover
the beautiful beaches of Cadiz province, ranging from Tarifa to
Barbate, or Chiclana and Conil.
Driven by the wind, on board a sailboat, you can discover the Bay
of Cadiz and the entire Costa de la Luz, perhaps with dolphins
guiding along the way. And if you surf, there are several spots on
the nearby coastal towns with good quality waves.
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Cadiz has been an important harbor for centuries;
Christopher Columbus set sail from Cadiz
twice after the discovery of America, for two more
trips. From the Tavira Tower, one of more than 160
towers that used to spread throughout the city to
spot incoming ships, you can enjoy a spectacular
360 degree view.

Cadiz gives you the feeling of being in a magical
place, far from the busy world. It may be due to the
sun, the beaches, the surrounding Ocean and the
constant winds and the way its people take day to day
life, always with a smile even in times of crisis.

Granada
Alpujarra
Alpujarra

Divided between the provinces of Granada and Almeria, La Alpujarra (or Las Alpujarras) is a mountainous area part of the Sierra
Nevada National Park which includes in its territory a number of
farming villages, like Orgiva and Lanjaron, the latter famous for its
hot springs and its mineral water.
A land of meadows, valleys below towering mountains, the
Alpujarra instills peace and tranquility. A sense of isolation from
the outside world has made this place over the years a destination
for meditation classes, from Reiki to Buddhist centres.
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Chris Stewart’s bestseller "Driving over lemons" is set in
the Alpujarra region and rightly describes this area as
virgin, untouched, with strong cultural and culinary
traditions and an amazing historical heritage left by the
long lasting Arab domination. The Moors invented and
developed innovative systems to irrigate the land with the
so called terrace cultivation, a system still used nowadays.

Getting lost in this part of the Sierra Nevada
National Park is a unique experience, there are
paths and trails you can do on foot, by bike, or on
horseback cutting through the valleys and hopping
from one village to another whilst resting in the
shade of a lemon tree to contemplate the scenery.

The passage of the months is marked by an extraordinary
change of colors and scents. Autumn is one of the best
seasons, locals say it's the most relaxing, a sort of balsamic
freshness after the stifling summer heat. Eagles, hawks,
owls, foxes, wild boars, are just some of the animals that you
can easily spot while walking across Alpujarra’s mountains
and fields. In addition also mountain goats are common
presences due to their rock climbing skills, and it’s easy to
see them grazing undisturbed and utterly indifferent to
human presence.

Huelva
El Rocio

El Rocio

If you want to travel back in time you cannot miss
the little village of El Rocio, in the province of
Huelva. With less than 1700 inhabitants, this small
village reaches the astonishing number of one
million souls during the Pentecost, when hundreds
of thousands of pilgrims from all over Spain, and
especially from the nearby provinces, gathers here
to participate in the procession in honor of the
Virgin of El Rocio, the culmination of a spectacular
pilgrimage called the Romeria.

This is the biggest pilgrimage in Spain, so be
prepared for a huge crowd worthy of the Vatican. The
pilgrims travel on foot, on horseback, in carriages, all
in traditional clothes, men, women, children, from the
southern cities of Cadiz and Huelva provinces,
crossing the wild Doñana National Park to reach the
dusty streets of El Rocio.
The most spectacular feature of this village, Romeria aside, is the
lack of paved roads and road signs.
Time seems to have stopped, and if you happen to ride on horseback around here, maybe on a summer’s day, checking at the few
open bars, it may seem to have been thrown back in the Wild West
days. The houses have wooden bars to tie the horses and people
often dress in the traditional gypsy dress.

El Rocio is one of the access gates to the Parque National de
Doñana, one of the two National Parks in Andalusia along with
Sierra Nevada. Here the landscape changes, even while
maintaining the soft warm colors typical of the region. You'll find
lagoons, sand dunes, pine forests, swamps along the Guadalquivir
river delta and many animal species including endangered ones as
the Iberian lynx and the Imperial Eagle.

Jaen
Cazorla

Cazorla

Cazorla is a mountain village in the province of Jaen, known
because it represents the gateway to the Natural Park of the
Sierras de Cazorla, Segura y las Villas.
This is an incredible protected area, rich in forests, gorges,
waterfalls, cliffs, rivers and valleys, a true natural wonder.

Rock climbing is one of the best ways to
appreciate this scenario as you’ll be able to see
the whole landscape from the top of its mountains
that can reach an altitude of 2000 meters. Even
just walking along the many paths of the park,
which was declared a biosphere reserve in 1983,
will provide you with plenty of opportunities to spot
the rich wildlife that inhabits the area.
It is not unusual to come across deer, goats, rabbits, wild
sheep, or to admire the flight of a majestic golden eagle.You
can walk by secular trees such as pines older than Spain
(1300 years old), or 2000 years old European Yew with 3
meters diameter trunks. Among these mountains,runs the
most important river of Andalusia, the Guadalquivir River. It is
over 650 km, and cuts through the whole region, passing by
several villages and cities, including Seville and Cordoba,
before finally flowing into the waters of the Atlantic Ocean.
And if you happen to be here in late July, you should not miss
the Cazorla international Blues & Soul festival, as it’s one of
the most interesting events of Cordoba’s province and
attracts renowned artists from all over the world.

Málaga
Ronda
After Seville and Granada, Ronda is the most visited city of
Andalusia; which is quite an amazing success considering its
geographical position, and the fact of being neither a provincial
capital, nor a medium / big size city. But Ronda is a lot more. It is a
dream, suspended between the high mountains of the Serrania de
Ronda, a window overlooking an impressive landscape.
This is not just a nice phrase; in fact this beautiful city, located in the
province of Malaga, is built on a rocky plateau of volcanic origin and
boasts three bridges built over gorges that fall vertically into the void
for hundreds of meters. The most famous one being El Puente
Nuevo, which is also known as "Puente del Cono", we leave the
translation to you ... a nickname earned due to its 120-meters drop. In
fact looking over the bridge protective walls, definitely makes your
legs tremble.Climbing these mountains may seem like a professional
task, and maybe at some points it is, but there are climbing routes for
all tastes and levels in the area.
You can also enjoy the incredible scenery walking through the various
trails in the mountains, one of which passes under the Puente Nuevo,
leaving the viewers from above wondering how people managed to
hike so deep into the gorge.
And the city itself is a marvel. It is one of the oldest in Spain, as
well as it has been declared of Cultural Interest since 1966.
The Plaza de Toros (the bullring) is the oldest and most
prestigious of the Iberian Peninsula, which makes Ronda
the cradle of modern bullfighting.

Ronda

Nerja
Nerja
And you can also enjoy the mountain; you can discover its beauty
by following the old trails that were used by shepherds and miners
to move between towns. There are hundreds of kilometers of paths
and routes for hiking, crossing valleys, rivers, streams, among rocks
and petrified trees, which trunks have been mineralized by the
limestone rich waters present within these mountains.

At about 60 km east of Malaga on the Costa del Sol, lies Nerja, a
beautiful town that still retains the original Andalucian charm, far
away enough from the hustle and bustle of the western side of the
Costa. Nerja is located literally between sea and mountains. It
overlooks the Mediterranean with the majestic mountain range of
rugged beauty of the Sierra de Almijara, Tejeda y Alhama, standing
at the back of the town.
Nerja is an ideal environment for scuba diving. Calm waters are rich
in marine life and not as cold as the ones near the Strait of Gibraltar.
Octopus, crayfish, sunfish, redfish, large meadows and coral orange
poseidonia are just some of the wonders that await you underwater.

One of the wonders of Nerja are its caves, the "Cueva de Nerja", a
national monument and archaeological valuable asset. It's a big
underground cave, 5 km long, which began to form millions of years
ago and was discovered by chance by a group of friends in 1959.

The Cave turns into a proper stage around mid-June,
where a music, dance and art festival is celebrated, so
if you happen to be around, don’t miss this
unique shown.

Sevilla
Carmona

Carmona

Located just 30 km from Seville and at the foot of the Sierra
Morena mountain range, Carmona is a spectacular Andalusian
city with an incredible Roman heritage, which can be seen in
every corner of the town.
Julius Caesar made Carmona the strongest town in the Iberian
Peninsula during his empire. The Via Aurelia, the ancient road
that begins in Rome, crosses the city from side to side, passing
beneath the Puerta de Cordoba, and then continues to Cadiz.
The element that characterizes Carmona,
and perhaps caused the great Caesar to fall in love with the
place, is without doubt the light. The light is special as it feels
strong, warm and enveloping. It embraces the life of the city
and the surrounding countryside.
If you want to fully enjoy this atmosphere, the best way is by
horseback riding. You can visit the Sierra Morena, operators organize
tours of several days, and relax while riding across the beautiful
countryside immersed in history and nature.

The food of Carmona is something you cannot miss.
The municipality itself is sponsoring the famous
"tapas", proposing a route of 20 selected bars and
recognizable by the blue and white tile located at
entry of each premises.

