Costa del Azahar

[image: image1.png]



The coast of the province of Castellón, the most northerly in the region of Valencia, is called the Costa del Azahar, meaning orange-blossom coast. The mountains climbing back from the beaches make it an attractive area, if overdeveloped in parts. Unspoilt beaches can be found though and the nature reserve on the Columbretes Islands is an inviting option.

The Costa del Azahar is an area of great contrasts, as any traveller who heads there in search of something more than the typical tourist attactions will soon find out.


Some of these contrasts are a direct result of the typical geographic phenomena. Although the capital of the province is known as CasteIIón de la Plana, the province as a whole is more mountainous than flat. In addition, as opposed to the coastline, which takes the form of an endless carpet of greenery with orange plantations intertwined, the inland landscape is of a more rugged and wild nature. There are areas steeped in history and full of fine monuments, as well as extraordinarily beautiful sites which, luckily, have not been spoilt by the hand of man and which are the same today as they were many hundreds of years ago.

The coastline of the Costa del Azahar stretches from Vinaròs in the north and close to the boundary with Catalonia, to Almera in the south which leads the way to the province of Valencia. These 112 km of coastline are full of fine, sandy beaches and coves, formed at the places where the spurs of the Iberian mountains run into the Mediterranean sea. All the way along, the coastal shelf gently slopes away from the coast, and this makes the beaches on the Costa del Azahar particularly safe for bathers as well as ideal for the practice of all kinds of water sports. The latter are more than well-catered-for and able to satisfy the needs of even the most demanding tourist.

The beaches are famed for their calm, crystal-clear waters and free from any unexpected dangers.

The journey from north to south along the Costa del Azahar is of particular interest and covers such towns and villages as Vinaròs, Benicarló, Peñíscola (Peníscola) -the latter being the residence of Papa Luna, otherwise known as Pedro de Luna, the obstinate Aragonese who came to power as Pope Benedict Xlll-, Alcalá de Chivert-Alcocéber, Torreblanca, La Ribera de Cabanes, Oropesa del Mar, Benicasim, CasteIIón, Almazora (Almassora), Burriana, Nules, Moncofar, La Llosa, Chilches and Almenara. There are orange plantations all alone the coastline of the Costa del Azahar, but the strong smells of pine and other typically mountain plants reaches the plain, and when the orange trees are in blossom all these smells blend together. The Spanish word for orange blossom is azahar, hence the name Costa del Azahar.

CasteIIón de la Plana
The capital of the province and of the Costa del Azahar,  CasteIIón de la Plana  is a commercial and cultural town and, consequently, another important place to visit. As far as monuments are concerned, one should see the arcaded Town Hall, built between 1689 and 1716. Opposite the Town Hall in the Plaza Mayor, the heart of the town, stands the reconstructed Concathedral of Santa María (the original was a fine example of Valencian - Gothic). Close-by in the same square, we find the splendid bell-tower known as 'del Fadri'. This octagonally-shaped tower was built between 1591 and 1604, except for the lantern-like structure which crowns it and is of a later date. Eight kilometres outside CasteIIón de la Plana there is La Magdalena hill, where one can find the Hermitage of the same name as well as the ruins of Castell Vell (the old castle), the origin of the name Castellón. Inside a mansion house in Caballeros street there is the Provincial Museum which exhibits many important works of art, and in Núñez de Arce street in the Capuchin Convent there are ten paintings by Zurbarán. The Avenida de Lledó takes one to the 18th century basilica where the image of the town's patron saint is revered, whereas the Hemitage of San Jaime de Fadrell is the location of the Municipal Ethnological Museum. Other hermitages in the locality include San Isidro, which is in the hands of the local agricultural organisations, and San Francisco, situated in the neighbourhood of El Moli de la Font (Molino de la Fuente), a place that has always had mythological links.
Valencia

Imagine living in a big city with endless possibilities of things to do, streets lined with palm trees and roses, and the sun shining almost every day. Add to that image orange trees, green parks, thousands of motor scooters, endless restaurants and bars, great shopping, and a huge beach along the Mediterranean Sea, and you have Valencia. Valencia is a rather industrial city with a lot of commerce, a large port, and tall apartment buildings, but it also has a beautiful old city center with tiny narrow streets and ornate balconies. At first, Valencia felt huge and threatening to me, but once I found my way around, met some people, and got settled in, I grew to love the city like my own home. 

Size

Valencia is the third largest city in Spain, with a population of approximately one million people. The area of the city is 135 square kilometers.

Main industries 

With a very large and important port, Valencia is definitely an industrial city. Manufacturing, furniture, shoes, cement, paper, ceramics, and textiles are main industries here. 

Language

The community of Valencia (the three provinces of Alicante, Valencia, and Castellón) has two official languages: Castellano (the Spanish you have probably learned in class) and Valenciano, a local dialect. Classes at the University of Valencia are offered in both, and with speaking and understanding only Castellano you can certainly get by in daily life in Valencia. If interested, you can also take classes in Valencia to learn Valenciano. 

Climate

For me, coming from Ithaca, the climate of Valencia was like a dream come true. The sun is almost always shining, and the average temperature is above 15 degrees Celsius. I arrived in the end of September, and it was HOT, with temperatures in the 30's every day (I soon learned to convert to Celsius). The Mediterranean Sea was still great for swimming. November and December were chilly, with temperatures at night around 10 degrees Celsius, but by the end of January it was like spring already. By the time I left in the end of March, I could walk around in shorts and a t-shirt, and I was on the beach again.
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Brief History

Valencia was founded by the Romans in the year 138, and gained more identity and importance during the Muslim era. Changing hands again, in 1094, Valencia was captured by the troops of "el Cid," and was then ruled under the Aragonese Crown beginning in 1238 by Jaime I. When the Moors were expulsed in 1609, Valencia suffered a major blow to its economy, but later in the 18th century participated in the economic and cultural renaissance of Spain. Valencia took an active part in the War of Independence in the 19th century against the French. Today, as the capital city of the Province of Valencia, 'Valencianos' are very proud of their identity and of their dialect, 'Valenciano.' In fact, you will find official notices, street signs, etc. written in Valenciano, classes given in Valenciano, and programs on television in the dialect. Buildings and monuments attest to the city's 2000 year age, and to me, made the city an exciting, enchanting mix of new and old that was an incredibly interesting place to live. 

Gastronomy

You will not go hungry in Valencia. Like any modern city, Valencia has a little bit of everything in terms of food and restaurants. There are some constants, though. I found that Valencia has a very Mediterranean cuisine, with lots of seafood, olives, olive oil, vegetables, and rice. Tapas (small rations of food) are, of course, famous in Spain, and Valencia is literally FULL of tapas bars and restaurants. Valencia is famous for its paella, a rice dish made in a special pan, also called a paella. While there is paella in all of Spain, it is said that paella originated in the area of Valencia. Paella comes in all forms and ingredients, but traditional Valencian Paella contains chicken, rabbit, special beans and vegetables, and saffron. Another famous food here is aioli, a garlic mayonnaise. Eating times in Spain are different than what you may be used to. Breakfast in the morning usually consists of only a coffee and croissant. Lunch, "La Comida" is usually eaten between 2-4 pm, and is the big meal of the day. Many stores and businesses close for the time of the comida, the famous Spanish "siesta." Dinner, or "La Cena" is typically a lighter meal and eaten around 9-11 pm. 

Currency

The Spanish peseta is the official currency in Spain, although this will be phased out by the Euro (Spain is part of the European Union) in the coming years. By the year 2002, Euros will be used as currency in Spain. At the time I was living in Spain, $1 US = approximately 155 Spanish pesetas, although the rates often fluctuated. You can check the rates at http://servenet.com/lookup.htm 

Nightlife

Informally, Valencia is known throughout Spain for its parties. Whether you like small bars, jazz clubs, or huge elaborate discos, you will find it all here. And most likely, all in the same night! People typically don't head out to hit the town until late, sometimes going to a disco as late as 2:30 or 3:00 am. Some clubs stay open until 8, 9, or even 10:00 am! If you stay out to see the sun rise, you've had a normal Spanish night of fiesta. And if you're not into the bar scene, there are lots of other things to do, too. Movie theatres, a Music Hall, plays, tapas restaurants…whatever you can imagine! 

Fiestas of Valencia

San Vicente Mártir  

The young deacon Vincent, who was made a martyr of in Valencia by the emperor Dioclecian in the year 303, aroused great excitement among the population. 

He was named Patron Saint of the City, and over the years the events in his honor have been transformed and multiplied. A general procession dedicated to the Saint was established on the morning of January 22. It starts from the Cathedral and goes from site to site where, according to tradition, the Saint was made a martyr of. It concludes with a Pontifical high mass. 

Las Fallas 

Valencia - decorated with thousands of light bulbs, with all the splendour and yearning for merriment and revelry - organises the most spectacular fiesta: the great pantomime of life, where current events are satirised: the Fallas. 

The Fallas were born out of the very heart of the people, of a life under blue skies and sunshine, of quiet romantic nights spent in gardens, of a simple and modest lifestyle.

History

When autumn came and the days grew shorter, the craftsmen continued working during the early hours of the night. They used simple wooden foot lamps called parot , estai , pagés, pelmodo or perniodol to illuminate the workshops, while the apprentices, the officials and the masters carried on working by the light of the fire. 

With the arrival of spring and longer days, the night work was over and they burnt their rustic lamps in front of the workshops. It is easy to believe that the craftsmen used sawdust and old pieces of wood as well as old pieces of furniture to feed the fire. Moreover, the standing lamp posts lent themselves easily to hang old clothes on to give them a human aspect. An old hat would make for an imaginary head. This is how the ninots (figures made for the Fallas) were born. 

Eventually, these dummies were put on pedestals so that the people could see them more easily and laugh at them. When this happened, the real Valencian Falla was conceived. The fiesta developed in the second half of the eighteenth century. Nowadays, the figures are ephemeral and satirical catafalques representing human figures, animals and plants, etc. exhibited in the streets and plazas to "comment upon" current events, controversies, or a naughty neighbourhood story in a humorous way. All of these elements, materials and satires form the firewood for the gigantic and purifying bonfires that flare up at midnight on March 19, the night of Saint Joseph. 

This fire is a fiesta, the joyous and overwhelming exaltation of all the other celebrations that precede it during the week of festivities that is known as the Semana Fallera (Fallas Week). 

The mascletaes begin on March 1st in the Plaza del Ayuntamiento preparing the festive atmosphere, although the most important part of the fiesta begins on March 16. At 8 o'clock in the morning on that day, the 700 monuments must be installed in the streets and plazas. There are various activities held throuhout the week; despertás, fireworks etc. 

The most spectacular and frequented celebration is the Ofrenda de flores (offering of flowers) to the Virgen de los Desamparados. The procession takes place on March 17 and 18, beginning at four o'clock in the afternoon and going on until the early hours of the morning. The falleras have a chance to show off their colourful and attractive regional dresses, as they carry bouquets of flowers through the streets which lead to their Patron Saint. 

On the 19th, at midnight, all the Fallas are burnt except for the prizewinning ninot (small Falla). 

Semana Santa 

The Holy week is a solemn ceremony which takes place in the Poblados Marítimos (the part of the city on the coast). It consists of three main events: the Gathering of the Palms, the Procession of the Holy Burial and the Procession of the Resurrection. 

The origins of the fiesta go back to the fifteenth century with the formation of a religious group, the "Concordia dels Disciplinats", (meaning harmony of those who make discipline), of which San Vicente Ferrer was the Prior.

Apart from the guilds, various Corporaciones Armadas (Armed Corporations) also participate in the Holy Week, namely the Pretorianos, Longinos, Sayones and the Granaderos. 

The images from the various guilds mix with the "living images" of the residents dressed up as Pilate, Herod, the Apostoles, la Dolorosa, Holy Women etc… who parade between the clamour of the bells and traditional music. 

Another tradition, the trenca de perols takes place on Saturday, or "Glory" day. At midnight the bells anounce the Resurrection, and the residents throw earthen cooking pots out of the windows and balconies. 

The Sunday fiestas and Resurrection Monday are very typical of rural and popular festivities. 

San Vicente Ferrer 

The Holy Week is followed by fiestas dedicated to San Vicente Ferrer, Patron Saint of the Autonomous Region of Valencia. The custom is to visit his old home which has been converted into a chapel where children drink from the Pouet de Sant Vicent in order that they "begin to speak at an early age, do not suffer from tonsilitis, do not commit prejury and should never be blasphemous". 

The children represent the miracles in a play performed during the fiesta, on thirteen different altars built in various parts of the city presided over by the image of the saint. 

The oldest altar was built in 1561 and is assembled every year next to the Pouet de San Vicent. 

La Virgen de los Desamparados 

The fiesta dedicated to the Patron Saint of the city, the Virgen de los Desamparados, takes place on the second Sunday of May. Valencians are devoted to this virgin whom they affectionately call La Geperudeta in reference to her slight stoop. 

The image of the virgin that is used today in the procession was made in 1945 by Carmelo Vicent and is popularly known as La Peregrina (The Pilgrim).

On the eve of the fiesta, a concert is organised by the Municipal Band of Valencia in the Plaza de la Virgen. This is followed by fireworks in the old river bed, and then the Dança - a traditional piece of native dancing, and the Nit d'Albaes which consists of typical songs from the area. The Misa Descuberta (open air Mass) takes place at five o'clock in the morning and the solemn Misa de Infantes at eight. At 10:30am, the image of the Peregrina is transported from the Basilica to the Cathedral through the Puerta de los Hierros by the many followers during El Traslado. There is a mascletá at two in the afternoon, and another procession at five in which the Virgen is carried through the old part of the city, all the while thousands of flower petals being spread about. 

At the same time, in the Plaza de la Reina there is a typical ceramics and earthenware market taking place which is known as l'escuraeta. 

Corpus 

The origins of this festivity go back to the year 1355 with the celebration of a solemn general procession during which the Blessed Sacrament is accompanied by the city's authorities and priests, following the route marked by the Members of the Jury. 

The Cabalgata or Convite (Cavalcade) is not as old as the Procession. This traditionally has been an invitation from the Capellà de les Roques to the authorities and residents to take part in the Procession of the Corpus Christi.

The Procession is a sort of lifelike Bible in which characters from the Old and New Testament take part. The Gigantes (Giants)and Cabezudos (carnival figures with enormous heads) precede the Procession with two or three dances. 

The Entremeses or Misteris were performed within the Corpus fiestas. They were a sort of eucharistic play supposedly written in the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth centuries, and which were always performed using the Valencian language. 

The Rocas allowed the artistic representation of the specific Misteris in different places along the route. The Rocas (old carriages) can be visited in the building bearing the same name located near the Towers of Serranos. 

Feria de Julio 

The fair was inaugurated on July 21st, 1871 with a spectacular cavalcade, pavillions, a plant exhibition and a market. 

The celebrations became more important every year, and in 1891, the Batalla de Flores (Flower Battle) was established. This event takes place on the last Sunday of the fair and consists of a battle between ladies travelling on flowered carriages and the eager public. 

Hundreds of thousands of carnations fly through the air for nearly an hour, leaving an impressive and colourful carpet of flowers.

Since 1886, the International Brass Band Contest takes place during the first two weeks of the fair. It is now celebrated in the bullring and the Palau de la Música. 

Over the next fortnight, the fair formerly known as Feria de San Jaime takes place in the bullring. First class bullfights are guaranteed. 

The Festival in the Viveros Gardens offers a wide variety of performances, from classical ballet to rock concerts, as well as theatre, folk music, gypsy dances and musical comedies.

To top it all off, the excellent fireworks displays are a must to see. 
Transportation

At first, I missed the freedom of having my car, but I soon found that Valencia had excellent transportation systems, the most important being my own two feet. I think I walked more in Valencia that I had in my whole life, but it was a great feeling! Most things are very accessible by foot, and you can buy excellent guides and maps of the city. But in case you don't feel like walking… 

Taxis - Taxis are white, everywhere, and pretty cheap. You can usually flag one down on any street. The green light on the roof illuminated means the cab is free. If you can't find a taxi, you can call one. Onda Taxi (96 347 52 52) 

Radio-Taxi (96 370 33 33) 

Tele-Taxi (96 357 13 13) 

Valencia Taxi (96 374 02 02) 

Buses - EMT (the public bus company, 96 352 83 99) buses are big and red, easy to use, and even cheaper then taxis! While I was in Valencia, one ride cost 125 pesetas, or you could buy a "bonobus" with 10 rides for 700 pesetas in any tobacco shop. Maps, destinations, and frequencies are clearly displayed at the bus stops. Beware, though…the buses don't automatically stop! You have to watch carefully and then flag down your number as it approaches. There are 'parada' buttons inside the bus you can push to signal the stop you want to get off at. 

Metro and Tramvia - Valencia has a good metro system, but I only used it once. I enjoyed seeing the scenery from the bus! The metro cost 130 pesetas for one trip. There is also a monorial-type tram that runs from various points in the northern part of the city, to the beach. Information for these services is at Cronista Rivelles, 1 (96 380 18 19). 

Train - RENFE is the company that operates the trains that traverse Spain. The main RENFE station in Valencia is Estacion del Norte, located on Jativa, 24 (96 352 02 02). You can inquire about schedules and buy tickets right at the station, to go virtually anywhere in Spain or further.

Central Bus Station - For longer trips outside of the city, the Central Bus Station is located on Menendez Pidal, 13 (96 349 72 22) and has buses that run virtually everywhere in Spain and other cities in Europe. 
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