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Tony Bailie hikes through the lunar landscape of Murcia's badlands, climbs a
forest-covered mountain, visits ‘snow wells' and peeks into a former TB sanatorium
to see if any ghosts turn up

Have Murcia on me:

trek in Spain's Badlands

TRAVEL

N ANCIENT sea floor pushed

upwards over millions of

years formed Barrancos De

Gebas which lies about an

hour’s drive out of Murcia city.

Barrancos means ravines and
dozens of them - chalky white, rising and
falling away from one another - give this
place an other-worldly feel.

Despite the sparse vegetation, earning it
the title of The Badlands, it is a rich habitat
for hundreds of butterflies and moths. It
has been a protected area since 1995 and its
unique desert landscape shimmers with an
eerie whiteness in the morning sun.

The barrancos form a hinterland for Sierra
Espuiia, which in contrast sees lush green
forests rising along a series of not-too-high
but impressive mountains.

The greenery of this area is thanks to an
early 20th century environmentalist called
Ricardo Codorniu y Starico who realised
that deforestation was causing catastrophic
erosion and he oversaw a massive
replanting programme.

Although the slopes had originally been
covered with Holm oaks, he decided to
use much quicker growing Aleppo pines
to prevent the deterioration in the soil
base and the mountains becoming an arid
landscape.

A visitors’ centre named after Codorniu
is the starting point for a network of graded
walking and cycling trails though Sierra
Espuiia regional park. Around 146km of
trails meander through the forests, some
running for just a few kilometres over
undulating hills while others are more
demanding.

Some of the trails are dedicated to cyclists
and Espuna is one of the stages for Vuelta
Espania.

For walkers the most challenging trail is
a three-hour hike up to the 1,583m Morrén
de Espuiia - although a military base on

W The Barrancos De Gebas, otherwise known as The Badlands, are about 30km from Murcia ci

the summit means you can’t actually get to
the top. Never the less, there are viewing
points that, on a clear day, allow you to see
the Sierra Nevada in Granada and Sierra de
Maria in the neighbouring region of Almeria.

Living in among the trees are foxes,
wild cats and lizards, while eagle owls and
golden eagles hover above. However, be
warned: don’t move any rocks as they might
be the hiding place for poisonous snakes.

Around the summit is a series of man-
made stone structures dug deep into the
ground. These were snow wells and were
once used to make blocks of ice by digging
snow during the winter months and packing
it tightly by foot and then covering it with
grasses, before adding another layer and
packing it down as well. The ice blocks
were then transported by mule down the
mountains to nearby towns and cities.

For those who are seeking a ghostly
experience, the former Sanatorio de Sierra
Espuiia on the lower slopes of the park
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is said to be haunted by many of those
who died from tuberculosis and is now a
something of a draw for Spanish ghost-
hunters.

Things get noisy in Mula around Easter
time when the town hosts the Night of the
Drums.

Starting at midnight on Easter Tuesday in
the square beside the town hall, it continues
through the night until well into the
Wednesday afternoon. The drummers come
from throughout the region and most wear
black tunics with pointed hoods.

Despite the religious history of the
festival, it can get quite competitive when a
péngana takes place — a showdown between
drummers who compete with one another
to play most skilfully and for the longest.

Mula’s museum, located in a former
convent and hospital, has exhibitions and
drums that give you a taste of the drumming
festival as well as a history of the region
where traces of human settlements dating
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from around 130,000 years ago, including
cave paintings, have been found.

The town’s looping, narrow streets twist
upwards from its Plaza Mayor towards
the Church of Santo Domingo where the
view opens out over Mula and into the
surrounding countryside.

Underground thermal springs flowing up
through fractures in the ground saw the
development of the nearby town of Alhama
de Murcia, which became a spa resort
for the Romans and in later centuries the
Moors. The thermal complex of baths and
saunas, which was later adapted by the
Arabs, has been excavated.

High over the town on a rocky outcrop
sits an 11th century Moorish castle, which
is a short, sharp hike of about 1.5km from
the town.

To get a fuller picture of the Roman
influences on this part of Spain, take a
trip to the coastal city of Cartagena where
an amphitheatre and forum have been
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B Visiting the Roman theatre in Cartagena

excavated. This is a walk through history
where remains and visual displays recreate
a sense of time and place.

Over the centuries the site of the theatre
and the bricks and columns from which it
was built were incorporated by subsequent
settlers — the Visigoths, the Moors and
Christians.

Access to the theatre is through a
museum which, along with the Roman
remains themselves, gives an insight into
how wave upon wave of settlers made their
mark on this area, using the site of the
Roman theatre and its structure for their
own ends.

he regional capital, Murcia city,
was founded by the Arabs in 825
on the banks of the Segura River.
Its compact historic centre has
over the centuries expanded beyond the
protective walls that once surrounded it.

It is deceptively small and its maze-like
streets can be disorientating and have you
wandering in circles. The cathedral has
the second highest belfry in Spain and a
climb to the top gives superb views over
Murcia. Its side chapels were built by noble
families who earned their wealth during the
reconquest of Spain in the 16th century.

Nearby is the stunning museum of Santa
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B The Royal Casino is a former exclusive
gentlemen’s club with more than a dozen
salons, each intricately decorated in a dozen
different themes

B Mula, the Night of the Drums, takes part
on Easter Tuesday through to the following
afternoon

Clara where Islamic art and architecture
blend in with more recent Christian heritage
in this former Moorish palace which was
adapted to become a cloistered convent.

The Royal Casino is not as the title
suggests a gambling den but a former
exclusive gentlemen’s club with more than
a dozen salons, each intricately decorated
in a dozen different themes - including,
neoclassical, Moorish and art nouveau. It
incorporates a ballroom, a ladies room and
Salén de Armas, where fencing used to take
place.

Finally, in a sign of changing times in
Spain where old traditions are given a new,
contemporary twist, Murcia has started to
gain a reputation as the county’s vegetarian
tapas capital.

While the traditional meat and fish fests
that are normally associated with tapas are
readily available, a number of restaurant
have gone meat-free.

El Jardin de los Dragones (the dragons’
garden) is located, rather symbolically,
close to Murcia’s bull ring. Its menu is
vegan, with all the produce locally sourced
and all the flavours associated with Spain
mixed up with the occasional Indian and
Asian twist.

FACT FILE

M Tony Bailie flew to Murcia courtesy of
Ryanair. The budget airline operates flights
from Dublin to Murcia’s San Javier Airport.
See ryanair.com to check out prices. As
always with Ryanair, a bit of flexibility on
dates can deliver some remarkably cheap
deals.

B The cost of bringing a bike is
€60 per flight.

M A taxi from San Javier Airport to Murcia
city should cost around €60. However, if
exploring the region car hire is your best
bet.

M To stay, try the centrally located NH
Amistad Murcia

M For more information visit
murciaturistica.es

Spain, Turkey or
Madeira with Jet2

JET2 has ex-Belfast breaks from £319.
Destinations include: Alicante city - three-
star Hotel Albahia, three nights, room-
only, departs July 24, $319pp, based

on two sharing, includes 22kg baggage
allowance; Turkey’s, Antalya area - Side,
three-star Lemas Suite hotel, seven nights,
room-only, departs July 26, £339pp,
based on two sharing, includes 22kg
baggage and return transfers; Madeira

- Funchal, three-star Plus Atlantid
Apartments Funchal, seven nights self-
catering, departs July 23, §419pp, based
on two sharing, includes 22kg baggage
and return transfers. Freephone 0800 408
5594, or see jet2.com or jet2holidays.com

Guests made
lairds of Lismore

HEADING to Scotland? Airds Hotel &
Restaurant, near Oban, has a two-night
package including a tour of Lismore island.
Guests are taken on a two-hour tour of

the island, which has plenty of history,
including a former cathedral from when
Lismore was the seat of the bishops of
Argyll. Airds Hotel & Restaurant is one of
the leading culinary destination hotels in
the region. £383pp for two nights based on
two sharing, half board. See airds-hotel.
com or call on 01631 730 236.

Spend New Year
on ski slopes

CRYSTAL Ski Holidays are taking bookings
for seven-night New Year skiing trips in
Andorra, Italy and France. Andorra offers
include the three-star Apartments Sant
Roma, Arinsal, self-catering, from €809pp
(based on 4 sharing), departing December
30; Italy offers include three-star Olympic
Apartments, Sestriere, self-catering,

from €805pp (based on 4 sharing), also
December 30; France offers include three-
star Grand Bois Apartments, La Tania,
self-catering, from €875pp. Call

00353 1 653 3504 or see crystalski.ie

Fly from Dublin to
Dubai this autumn

GOHOP have ex-Dublin Dubai deals
including five nights at the four-star
Carlton Downtown from €733pp, which
covers return flights with Emirates,
five nights’ accommodation, taxes and
harges, based on two adults sharing,
travel September 1-6 2018. Also, five
nights at the four-star Ramada Hotel
and Suites Sharjah from €706pp; price
includes return flights with Emirates,
five nights’ accommodation, taxes
and charges, based on two adults
sharing, travel October 26-31. For more
information or to book visit GoHop.ie or
call 00353 1 2412 389.

SUMMER
FAMILY BREAKS
1 night B&B from: €140
2 nights B&B from: €260
3 nights B&B from: €340

MID-WEEK
ESCAPE
From {j l ]1 9 PPS

Two Nights B&B

One 3 Course Evening Meal
Available on selected dates

Family Rates include B&B for 2 Ads & 2 Kids U12 yrs sharing Family Room.
7 Hours of FREE Kids Club daily with Playground, Games Rooms, Bouncy Castle on site!

BOOK NOW

| QUOTEIRISHNEWS”

ALL OFFERS INCLUDE ACCESS TO LEISURE

Club including swimming pool, sauna, steam room, jacuzzi and out-door hot tub

For Further Information & Bookings

I: 00353 47 81288 | E: info@hillgrovehotel.com | W: www.hillgrovehotel.com

Monaghan’s No. 1 Hotel on Trip Advisor
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