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I’VE often thought of doing a
Reggie Perrin and faking my
own death for the insurance
money — but really I’m far too
scared I’d be found out.
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But if I ever did it, then Ronda in
Spain is the perfect place to disappear. They’d never find me here —
not even Crimestoppers.
“She went to Spain,” they’d say,
“and that’s the last we saw of her.”
Years later, some traveller might take
a wrong turn up the nose-bleedingly
high road to Ronda, and there I’d be,
happily living out my days in the land
that time forgot — the real Spain.
Of course, you don’t have to take
such desperate measures to find yourself lost in the splendour of the little
white village of Cartajima, hidden deep
in Andalucia’s Alto Genal valley.
Just get in a car and go.
Leave behind the delights of the
Costa del Sol’s Karaoke bars and head
for the hills. It’s one of the most amazing, breathtakingly beautiful spots you’ll
ever find — and you can still be back
on the Costa in under an hour.
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But hey, why would you want to rush
away from the laid-back pleasures of
this lush, untrampled paradise — where
little has changed for centuries?
They say Cartajima was the last bastion of Francoism — because although
Spaniards ditched their leader over 40
years ago, it was only in 2007 that the
Francoist mayor of Cartajima was
booted out and replaced by a distinctly
more relaxed regime.
In fact it’s so unlike Franco’s
poker-faced mentality that the local
mayor, Paco, can be found of an
evening in Cartajima’s only bar, swigging from a bottle of beer, and the
deputy mayor, Sylvia, has a part-time
job cleaning rooms at the local hotel,
as well as running Salsa dancing in the
village hall on Saturday mornings.
Not much more has changed for generations in this village that is home to
only 200 residents.
And, to be honest, it’s a sharp culture shock if all you’ve seen of Spain
so far is the Costa del Sol.
You won’t find stag or hen parties
here, but you will find peace in the
stunning silence that is broken only by
the gentle peal of church bells on the
hour every hour.
You may think the further away you
go from the metropolis, the more basic
the accommodation — well not here.
Ex-pat Di Beach has seen to that by

Oasis . . . the stunning
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EASYJET flights
to Malaga from Glasgow start from £27.99.
Go to easyJet.com.
B&B at Los Castanos is
!125 (£105) a night, excl
tax. Stay for three nights
or more and get one night
free. See loscastanos.com
creating an oasis in the middle of all
this splendid isolation.
I arrived at her exquisite boutique
hotel, Los Castanos, in the driving rain
and gales reminiscent of Aviemore in
winter, and was greeted by her partner
— the lovely John Walker — a roaring
log fire and glass of organic red wine.
Apart from finding George Clooney
at the bottom of her bed, what more
does a woman need in the wilderness?
The stylish gem has the kind of attention to detail you only get in the best
city boutique hotels.
So you can have the best

of both worlds, the remoteness and
rustic joy with real luxury — right down
to the fluffy towelling bathrobes and
goose feather duvets on king size beds
in the tastefully decorated bedrooms.
From the roof terrace, the landscape
opens up to a blaze of colour.
They even leave watercolours and
sketch pads in the bedrooms in case
you are inspired by the view.
Di is a pioneering Brit, who has had
a colourful life, travelling Africa as a 19
year old, sailing back home in a

hand-built yacht, running a bed and
breakfast in Torquay, working in the
USA in IT, before settling in Spain.
It was Di’s idea to set up Los
Castano, which she built from scratch.
She cooks the kind of classy cuisine
you would find in the best restaurants — a fusion of Mediterranean and
Moroccan taste.
I enjoyed a feast of grilled goat’s
cheese with sun-dried tomatoes and
rocket salad, followed by leg of duck in
blackcurrant jus, all washed down by
local organic red wine.
In the morning, the aroma of freshly

ground coffee wafts up to my bedroom, one of six, tempting me down to
a breakfast of fresh fruits, cereal, local
cheeses and eggs any way you fancy.

STUNNING

In Cartajima, you can do nothing but
chill, or you can travel. I went to a local
vineyard — Bodega Joaquin Fernandez
— where the lovely Juan showed me
how to make organic wine. It put my
attempt last year to brew home-made
plum wine in a pedal bin in perspective.
At the end of the vineyard tour they
sat five glasses of wine in front of me

— like closing time in the bad old days.
But as it was not even noon, I only
drank three of them!
In stunning Ronda, a 20-minute drive
away, I went on the same walking tour
Michelle Obama did back in August,
but somehow didn’t attract nearly as
much attention.
Even although it was supposed to be
a private visit, hundreds of cops lined
the streets, helicopters hovered overhead and plain-clothes officers mingled
with the crowd as the First Lady and
daughter Sasha took in the sights.
On their itinerary were the main

church of Ronda and the Tajo Gorge.
Fascist sympathisers were thrown off
the Tajo Gorge in Hemingway’s novel
For Whom The Bell Tolls and I admit
my sleep was fitful that night, punctuated by dreams of falling into a ravine
— or maybe I just didn’t down enough
Pacharan, my fave Spanish tipple.
Either that or I was haunted by the
trip to Cartajima’s next village of Alpandeire, along a cliff edge track.
But it was worth the effort just to eat
in the Casa Grande restaurant, where I
scoffed venison while Di had the house
special of squid stuffed with kid — the

goat kind, not the toddler. I didn’t have
the heart to taste that but by all accounts it was wonderful. But in terms
of night-life, that’s just about it.

SWIRLING

In Cartajima, Baltasar runs the local
restaurant. He’s not big on laughs, but
his wife cooks a wonderful meal while
he watches football on the telly and
chain-smokes. Not that much has
changed since the revolution.
Other places to visit include Acinipo
to see all

that remains of the original Roman
town with its vast amphitheatre, or the
prehistoric cave paintings in the Cueva
de la Pileta. Or a day birdwatching with
local research biologist Peter Jones.
But for me, it’s enough to listen to
the stillness and enjoy the smells of
wood smoke swirling in the autumn
sunset. I could easily have gone native.
For the rest of my stay, I returned to
the Costa most of us know about. But,
even in Fuengirola, it doesn’t have to
be wall-to-wall Brits.
My Spanish pals took me to a
rough-looking little restaurant,

Casa Carmen, on the port where we
had great fish, straight from the sea to
the plate. A four-hour lunch turned into
a full-on party, with the cook’s gypsy
boyfriend flamenco dancing, his father-in-law doing magic tricks, and the
young waiter blasting his own rap music from the speakers. Great fun.
So if you see a pile of clothes on the
beach in Fuengirola and a farewell
note, don’t come looking for me.
I’ll have dyed my hair.
I might even grow a moustache . . . actually it’s already coming
along quite nicely.

