Spain, Portugal & Morocco (SPM) Days 1 and 2

Day 1 was a travel day.  Starting from home at 2:30 p.m. On Thursday, we got to our hotel in Madrid around 4 p.m the following day. At the Madrid  airport, we saw the bronze statue shown in our pictures.  He sits on a bench and everyone wants a picture!   

Madrid is 5 hours ahead of EDT, so it wasn't quite 24 hours of traveling and catnapping.

We've joined an Insight Tour group for this excursion.  There will be 36 of us on a bus and we'll have to get our luggage out in front of our hotel room door at o-dark hour in the morning and be on the bus by 8 a.m. or so each morning.  We had a small taste of this in Greece last November but it was only 4 days and this trip is considerably longer.

Our group is, for the most part older, retired or nearly retired, many dreaming of grandchildren – at least some said that was their “hobby” at last night's reception.  There are many people from Australia, one from New Zealand, and others from around the world.  We North Americans are in the minority here.

Today (Saturday) we're off to Toledo, Avila, and Salamanca. We left early in the morning for Toledo stopping first at a factory that produces damascene, which is gold  inlaid in metal, to produce designs, and is quite famous in Toledo. Toledo is pronounced Toe-Lay-Do, not Toe-Lee-Do.  Except on Calle de Toledo de Ohio, where the US pronunciation is OK.  We did a walking tour of Toledo up and down lots of streets, but most importantly of all, to see El Greco's “The Burial of Count Orgaz” in the Church of St. Thomas.  

There are, we were told, 80 churches in Toledo for  a relatively small population. We didn't see many of them as we walked down narrow streets with our guide, Carlos.  But, we did stop at the Cathedral of Toledo, an elegant old structure with great architecture and sculptures.  We also looked at doors that were being restored on older buildings as an example of medieval architecture. These doors could open wide enough and high enough to let horses and their riders in, and they have a smaller door inside the big door so that only people could come in. We started at the Plaza de Zocodover, the central plaza, and essentially did a big circle around it before returning to our bus 2 and ½ hours later.  

Next, we went to Avila, which we were to “see” but instead, we stopped there for lunch and to see the walls of Avila the walled city, and to peek inside.

We left Avila to travel to Salamanca, arriving at around 5 p.m.. where we are staying the night, passing castles along the way.  Salamanca has two cathedrals, one with flying buttresses from the 12th century and a newer one from the 1600s.

Tonight we had a  traditional dinner at the hotel, a charming one in downtown Salamanca.  We had soup, antipasti, main dishes and desserts.  The desserts were not so good, but the rest of the dinner was great.  

It's safe to walk around in Salamanca, but we got quite a lecture about Lisbon and Seville, where we go for the next four days..  We will have to take extra 

precautions.

So far, seems like there will be lots of activity punctuated by long bus trips, early morning wake-up calls and breakfasts, and great side trips to places like Gibraltar, Segovia etc.  People on the tour are nice, interesting, and fun to talk to.

Tomorrow, off to Lisbon.

