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Hello again.  A couple of Mondays ago I traveled on a huge high-speed catamaran ferry from Tangier 
across the Straits of Gibraltar to Tarifa, Spain.  The entire trip took just over an hour, most of which was 

getting out of Ta ngier port and Bay.  Tarifa is a sunny (usually) and WINDY small town on a nice stretch 
of beach at the southern point of Spain; in fact, it is the southern most point of Europe, sticking out 

much closer to Africa than the Rock of Gibraltar.  Did I mention  windy - Tarifa is one of the kite -surfing 
capitals of the world, with half a dozen large schools dedicated to teaching the sport (in the past it was 

wind-surfing, but now it is kite -surfing, which entails riding a surf board while attached by long cables to 

what looks like a small version of a hang-glider kite, with which one controls the direction of sailing).   
 The castle in Tarifa, built by the Moorish conquerors in the 10 th century, is named for Guzman "el Bueno" 

(the Good), the reconquista hero who in  1294 retook Tarifa.  During the battle, when the Moorish forces 
captured his eldest son, threatening to kill him before the fortress walls unless Guzman relinquished, 

Guzman is reputed to have thrown down his own knife for the deed.  

About 20 kilometers up the coast from Tarifa lies Baelo Claudia, claimed to be the most intact Roman 

settlement in Spain.  It is not well excavated yet, but no modern town sits on top of it, and it is 
beautifully situated on the coast, where the town made garum, the very strong  sauce made from partially 

putrefied fish offal which the Romans seemed so to like.   Unfortunately, there is no public transportation 

to the town.   The owner of my hotel was good enough to drive me there, leaving me on my own for the 
return.   I spent several pleasant hours at the ruins, which currently have some French archaeologists 

excavating.  My bad luck was it was the one day of the year bus loads of theater students came from 
nearby cities to use the theater; so it was closed to all tourists.   My good luck came when I struck up a 

conversation with one of the guards in the museum, lamenting the loss of my only chance ever to see 

the theater; she asked me to wait 20 minutes - went to the office - and returned granting me special 
rights to visit the theat er.  My next bad luck was the complete lack of rides back out to the main highway 

- I wound up walking 5 kilometers up the hill, passed by perhaps a 100 cars, none of which would stop to 
give me a ride (Spain is not the place to expect to hitchhike).   Good luck returned when the same guard, 

on her way home, recognized me and gave me a lift the rest of the way to the highway; there I was 
greeted by further good luck when a car stopped within 5 minutes and gave me a lift to the outskirts of 

Tarifa. 

On Thursday I caught a through bus to Cadiz.   That weekend was the Gran Prix motorcycle races in 

nearby Jerez, and all hotels were booked solid for the weekend.  I barely got a room for two nights - so 
had to rush sights.  It rained pretty much the entire time.   I spent about 8 hours in two museums, the 

Cadiz Museum which combines the old archaeological museum's and the old fine art museum's 

collections.  I spent more time in the archaeological section, which had a large collection of Phoenician 
and Roman artifacts, including some of the best from Baelo Claudia and from Gadiz, the Roman city 

under present day Cadiz.  While in town I saw a poster advertising a special exhibition for "Lord of 



Sipan", "Huaca de la Luna" and "Lady of Cao".   These are the great Peruvian sites of the Moche culture 
which I visited 9 years ago.   While in Peru, the great treasures from the Sipan tombs all were in the "Lord 

of Sipan" Museum near Chiclayo, which, as a private museum, did not allow photography at all.   I visited 
other museums with Moche artifacts, but had a first generation digital camera not well designed for 

museum work.  Guess what - I spent almost 5 hours photographing that which I could not in Peru.   It 
was wonderful, and I have included a few pictures, even though they repre sent a trip of 9 years ago, as I 

could not provide the pictures then, and the artifacts are priceless.  

From Cadiz, I took the "slow" train to Cordoba (the slow RENFE trains go 160 km/hr (100 mph), there are 

speedometers in the carriages - the high-speed AVE trains go 280 km/hr (175 mph).   Unfortunately, my 
troubles with hotel rooms continued; it has been a week -long Spring festival here, celebrating a number 

of holidays simultaneously, including the famous "Patios of Cordoba" festival, where private homes in the 

medieval heart of the city vie for prizes for best flowered patio, and open them for a week to visitors.   My 
first evening I checked 7 hotels without luck for a room.   I was standing at the desk of Hotel Maestre 

when they had a cancelation call for t hat evening - so I had a room for one night.   Early the next 
morning I went on a hunt, and finally found a good room here at the Hotel Gonzales for 5 nights.    

As with most larger towns in Spain, Cordoba had a pre-Roman history (Paleolithic through bronze age 
and then Iberian), then became a large Roman city, followed by the Visigoths, then fell to the Islamic 

forces in the 8 th century, before finally being reconquered by Ferdinand III of Castilla in the 13 th century; 
in other words, a very long history wit h fabulous sites and museum pieces.  Cordoba is most famous, 

though, as becoming perhaps the pre-eminent Islamic center of the world from the 10 th through the 12 th 

centuries, when it was the largest city in western Europe, sporting one of the two greatest mosques in 
the world, and being the center of Islamic, Christian and Jewish scholars at its universities and libraries.   

The great mosque was built in the 8 th century on the site of the 6 th century Visigoth Cathedral, utilizing 
some of its pillars.  The mosque was enlarged twice in the 10th century, when the mihrab (the nook 

marking the direction of Mecca) was built with mosaics of semi -precious stones and 1,600 kilograms of 
tiny gold cubes which were gifted to the mosque by the Christian Byzantium Emperor of Constantinople.  

After the reconquest, a cathedral was sited inside the mosque in the 13 th century, and then in the 15 th 

century the entire center of the mosque was converted to a huge renaissance cathedral, which 
subsequently got its huge 17th century jasper and marble retablo and 18 th century mahogany choir.  The 

cathedral still is in use today, having services every morning.   I do not have the total size, but the 
interior of the mosque probably covers over 8 open acres.  The ceilings are supported by unending 

hundreds of huge double arches of yellow and red.  Right smack in the middle it opens into the towering 

interior of the cathedral.   At the southeast wall is the mihrab, with two side arches and the main arch 
over the open niche, where the ceiling  over head opens into a large cupola.  All is covered by mosaic 

patterns incorporating the 1,600 kilograms of gold cubes.   I figure the cubes are about ½ cm on a side 
(about 1/5 inch), and so each cube probably weighs over ½ gram, and is worth about $35.   In all I figure 

there are about 3 million gold cubes, worth a total of about $100 million at today's value.   I have included 

a close-up picture to give an idea of the glory of these mosaics (high steel fences keep tourists at least 
30 feet from the mosaics, and the mosque is thick with guards).  

I also have visited the Alcazar, the old fortress of the monarchs built after the reconquest in the 13 th 

century, which houses a good collection of Roman mosaics from ruins opening up below the Alcazar.  

Also the archaeology museum which is built over the ruins of the Roman theater.    

It has rained for over half of my time in Spain now, and it looks like rain will start again soon.   I guess 
they had a dry winter here, but most springs don't see this much rain; it make s for difficult travel and 

sight-seeing.  I probably will move on tomorrow, catching a bus to Antequera.   Later.  Dave 
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