SPM – Day 13 & 14

Thursday

We're coming to the end of our trip.  In addition, we've run into Holy Thursday, Good Friday and Easter Sunday.  In Spain, most museums and shops are closed on these days. What great planning on our part!!  

Thursday we left Casa del Sol to travel to Granada through some very nice scenery which included olive groves. We stopped for lunch at a very large and very nice rest stop which was to be one of the few places open.  Today is Holy Thursday and in this very Catholic country everyone observes this holiday to the fullest.  Almost nothing in Granada is open, except for a few ice cream stores, restaurants, and a “dollar store” of sorts operated by an Asian proprietor.  Even the big department store, El Corte Ingles, is closed.  So, the Spaniards, we are told, will do anything to elongate a holiday.

Because of a reservation mix-up, part of our group visits the Alhambra on Thursday afternoon and part on Friday morning. We're with the group that visits the Alhambra Friday morning, and in the afternoon, we're going to Madrid. Tomorrow is Good Friday.  Madrid will be absolutely shut down.  Good day to repack and get ready for our trip home on Sunday. The museums are probably all closed tomorrow and we won't have time to see the Prado on Saturday.  We missed the Prado on our first trip to Madrid and it looks like we're going to miss it this time, too.  Oh well.  That's life.  

Dinner tonight was another “famous” hotel buffet.  Lots of dishes with few being good and some not even edible.  The arroz con pollo was not bad.  The young Rioja red wine at 13 Euros was not bad.  What is truly outstanding here are the oranges.  I will miss them when we go home.

Friday

On Friday, those of us who didn't see the Alhambra on Thursday went to see it at 8:30 am.  Having been warned about the steep climb, two of us took a taxi to the top where we entered the palace.  The Alhambra is now under UNESCO's protection and is being restored.  As such, there is an admission fee and a timed entry.  Over 8,000 visitors a day go through this magnificent palace, its gardens and the summer palace which is now accessible over a bridge.  It was well worth the visit, and the view of Granada from the palace is breathtaking.

The coach picked us up at the Alhambra and off we went to Madrid.  Since this is Good Friday, there is really no traffic to speak of, even coming into Madrid.  So. we made excellent time, but still didn't get into our hotels rooms until 5:30 pm.  Our farewell dinner was on Friday night and we left for the restaurant at 6:30 pm, so we don't have a lot of time. 

Coming back into Madrid, our tour leader once again put the fear of god into us about our personal safety, the safety of our luggage, and the importance of getting our luggage into our rooms quickly.  The way he described the situation, we expected to see rows of vans with thieves waiting to pounce and steal our luggage in a heartbeat. In fact, there was no one waiting to nab our bags, including hotel porters!  So, we quickly moved our hand luggage into the lobby.  One stood guard and the other brought in the large suitcases.  At every hotel, our guide calls in advance so that the hotel can have all our room keys ready when we arrive.  He puts the keys on a table and then we take our keys and proceed up to our respective rooms.  This system has worked well and saved time all the way around.  In safer environments, the porters bring up the luggage fairly fast. In Madrid, Jeff brought a couple of pieces up while I stood guard, ready to strike out at any prospective thief, but saw no one except our group and a few other hotel guests.  Jeff came down and we took up the rest of the luggage.  

With little time to settle in, we changed and got ready to attend the group's “farewell” dinner.  This was to be a special dinner (optional, at additional cost) at a restaurant that was open only for us.  We had a choice of steak or fish preceded by soup and tapas. We all chose our soup and main course in advance and our guide called in the selections.  There was also entertainment.  Two types, actually.  The first was a “roast” of our tour director by the group presented by one among us.  The second was the planned entertainment consisting of a group of musicians, who are professors by day and musicians who dress in traditional Spanish outfits by night and sing traditional Spanish songs while playing Spanish instruments.  They were great and, with wine flowing freely, we had a wonderful time.  

There was to be a procession for Good Friday later that evening, and as such traffic getting to the restaurant was just like any Friday night around the DC area – gridlock!  Oh well.  Our first reminder of home.  When we made that comment, one of the Australians in our group was shocked.  Yes, we deal with this all the time.  Aren't

we lucky!

Overall Impressions

So, this is the first time we've done a trip with a large group of people on a big tour bus.  We're lucky to have a very knowledgeable, experienced and conscientious guide (“Tour Director”) leading our group.  We have an excellent driver and have taken on additional native guides in various places we've traveled.  Hari, our guide through our trip to Morocco, worked for the Voice of America and now works for the Ministry of Tourism in Morocco, a fact that came in handy when we were pulled over by a policeman who was extorting money from other buses and drivers.  As soon as he saw Hari's badge, he smiled and waved us through.  Hari also gave us lots of excellent information about his country's history, religious foundation and provided an additional measure of security for the group in places where pickpockets were rampant.  We frequently took on additional “security guards” who were policemen or others – paid of course – to watch over our rather large and sometimes sprawling group.

We certainly have learned a lot.  How much we'll remember is another thing, but some is bound to stick.  Certainly, observing life in the places we've gone will remain burned in our memory.  There were no tests to see if all the imparted knowledge stuck, and we're still trying to learn the names of the others in our group.

It's definitely interesting to travel with people from other parts of the world.  The tour is in English, so that's one thing we all have in common, although English is not the first language for some in this group of 38. The majority of the group is Australian and they come from all over that country. The next largest contingent is either from the USA or Canada. We have two from Thailand, one from South Africa, one from the Netherlands, and three New Zealanders. So, geographically, we're pretty diverse. It's been fun meeting and getting to know the people on this trip.  But, we've spent a lot of time on the bus going from one place to the other and the bus rides become boring after a while regardless of the scenery and the comfort of the bus.

We're up early with luggage outside our hotel door about an hour before we're scheduled to leave.  The hotels are decent but usually not the quality of the Lisbon Marriott, which was the gold standard on this trip because it had a working thermostat for air conditioning, a comfortable chair to sit in and good lighting in both the main room and bathrooms.  Three 15 watt bulbs do not constitute a well lit room.  After a while it becomes a challenge remembering your floor and hotel room number, especially when you stay only one or two nights in a row.  We haven't even ever really unpacked!  But, what's quite apparent is that we over-packed and could have washed more and done with less.  We went through one entire bottle of hand sanitizer, which we were all using in massive quantities and very often, especially in Morocco.  We'll know next time.

Internet access was surprisingly good, even in Morocco, but not always as good as might be hoped.  In Marrakesh, the Internet access worked OK in the reception hall but the in-room access was broken and the hotel made no attempt to fix it.  But then, this was the same hotel where the bathroom sink collapsed on the toe of one of our group members and the hotel never even apologized or offered to call a doctor.  For the most part, though, Internet access was available, and often free, so being free sort of made up for the inadequacies. 

The food overall was acceptable, but not outstanding, except for a rare meal here and there.  Maybe being 40 strong, we shouldn't expect to walk into a restaurant or cafe en masse and expect great food, but I would certainly expect a higher standard at the hotels.  The hotel buffet dinners were generally sub-standard.  There were lots of optional half-day tours and dinners on this trip, most of which we signed up for.  But the question some asked is if these activities are worth doing, why not include them rather making them optional at an additional cost?

So, would we do this again?  No, unless the group were much smaller and the tour more tightly focused.  We did luck out with the tour director and the group.  Tours like this do cover the major highlights and so they are a really good intro to countries and very helpful for those who have limited time and want to see a lot.  It was interesting listening to others in our group who have done extensive touring in large groups, compare tour companies and optional choices.  This Insight tour would not rate highly.  We had a couple of near disasters, too.  In Marrakesh, as related, the sink in one room fell on the toe of one of our group.  Another room next to ours had some other plumbing problem, but no one was injured.  A man in our group maybe got food poisoning or some incredible discomfort after eating at the cafe in Casablanca and we had to stop along the side of the road.  The locals were very helpful. 

In all, we're more than ready to come home and back into our routines and our own bed and pillows!

