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SIERRA NEVADA, 1958
DAVID JACOBS

In the summer of 1958 I arranged with Martin Allbutt to climb 
in the Swiss Alps, but as he could only be free for about three weeks 
it meant we would have to limit our activities in that respect. I was 
fortunate in having more time available and decided to mix the 
pleasures of Alpine climbing with a journey to the South of Spain. 
In some ways I was using the mountains as an excuse to visit 
Andalusia but didn't really mind because the Sierra Nevada would 
be close at hand to provide the mountain interest.

In the Alps, Martin and I were pretty lucky with the weather and 
at the end of three satisfying weeks we found ourselves wide-eyed 
with wonderment at a magnificent sunset which we viewed from the 
Torino Hut. Away in the distance we could see all the peaks standing 
out above the clouds which had risen from the valley with the 
approach of evening, painted in beautiful colours by the falling sun, 
and were able to pick out the direction in which we had travelled, 
right away to Monte Rosa. Nearby, Mont Blanc was a misty blue, 
seen against the sunlight, and the Aiguilles stood out sharply like 
sentinels in half silhouette. It was a memorable sight.

In the morning we descended from the Col du Geant and in 
Chamonix met Brad and Tony Noble. We had last seen them in 
Luzern and since then they had motored to Rome and now we were 
all together again. It was all so casual it could have been Victoria 
Square and dropping into town for coffee. There was plenty to talk 
about because we had been living in such different worlds for the time 
that we had been apart.

The next day we sat at a roadside cafe near St. Julien under a 
multicoloured sunshade and drank coffee and talked. Then soon I 
was alone, watching the cloud of dust on the dry French road as 
Brad's van carried the others towards England. I wandered to the 
local station and travelled through a labyrinth of railways until at 
Port Bou I entered Spain.

A day or so later a fast train was carrying me to Granada 
through the red earth fields of Andalusia with their rich harvest of 
maize and olives. The ox carts and the goats all contributed in their 
characteristic way to the Spanish scene but as it was mid-August, the 
intense heat made travel uncomfortable even though there was plenty 
to hold my interest.

On the other side of the compartment a well dressed Spaniard, 
who had removed his jacket because of the heat, continually mopped 
his brow with a white handkerchief. As the train swung through the
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countryside he moved from seat to seat playing ducks and drakes with 
the beam of sunlight which shone hotly through the carriage window, 
and continually complained to his wife about the heat. We exchanged 
no word until he discovered that I spoke some Spanish and then, until 
the train reached its destination, ke kept up a continual stream of 
conversation in his thick Castilian accent, only interrupting to wipe 
his face and make an occasional comment to his wife.

Granada was all I could have hoped for. The mountains of the 
sierras on the southern side gave the city the benefit of a picturesque 
backcloth and at the same time brought cool breezes to alleviate the 
oppressive heat which would otherwise have been there. The wonders 
of the moorish architecture of the Alhambra and the Generalife with 
their intricate lace-like patterns made me content to set up " base 
camp " at the local camp site and to stroll happily through the little 
streets armed with a camera and colour film. From the Generalife it is 
possible to look right across the plain of the Guadalquivir with its 
sweltering haze and through the trees and exotic flowers of the 
gardens to the other hills which, with the Albaicin and Sacromonte, 
made up Granada.

A day or so later I took the tramway which climbs along the 
side of a deep gorge and goes as far as Maitena on the northern side 
of the Sierra Nevada. On the tram a padre accompanying a group of 
local village lads took interest in my heavy boots and rucksack and 
before very long we were all good friends. They were going to spend 
the night at a disused hotel some miles off in the foothills of the sierra 
and later, after I had stopped at Maitena to buy some provisions I 
found a piece of paper fixed with a stone directing me to the hotel. I 
followed the path and soon came to a clearing in the woods. The 
padre was meditating and the boys who were sitting on the verandah 
of the hotel shyly accepted slices of a melon which I had bought and 
we sat talking. The building in its present state was like an enormous 
climbing hut, very sparsely furnished and in the basement there were 
a number of heavy wooden tables and shelves full of plates and bowls. 
1 wondered why no one seemed to bother about food but when the 
padre returned he told me that they were going to visit a local shrine 
and invited me to go with them. When we returned we sat together in 
the basement and prepared a meal, and the padre told me that on the 
next day they would leave before I was up because they were going to 
climb Veleta, some 3,392 metres in height, and return to Granada the 
same evening. It looked like being a long day for them.

The Sierra Nevada cannot really be called a hard mountaineering 
area but rather falls into the category of exceptionally wild country. 
The extremes of temperature have influenced the terrain, leaving it

16



21. 0663

with little vegetation and with the exception of a few small trees the 
slopes are barren. The rock is badly shattered and lichenous and it 
is doubtful if it would offer any good sport to the rock enthusiast. 
After Zermatt and Chamonix I found it to be pleasant walking 
country and in spite of its sunbaked desolation, there was never a 
feeling of loneliness even though in the course of a day or so of 
traversing I only met one person.

At the end of a long day's walking I had followed the Vereda 
Real until it dwindled into nothing and then the track which plunged 
steeply into the valley with Veleta at its head. On the other side of 
the valley the climb up from the river was very tedious in the heat and 
after having traversed the shoulder of a small peak I entered the next 
valley which was to lead me to the peaks of Mulhacen and Alcazba. 
I must admit that I wasn't too happy about my location because my 
map was of the pictorial type and designed more for tourists. I 
certainly was moving westwards, but it was not definite whether I was 
in the right valley and it could easily have been north or south of the 
valley leading to the col below Mulhacen. The river by this time had 
become a small stream but there was no sign of the lake called 
Laguna Larga. With all the boulders and stony ground it was difficult 
to find a place to put the tent, but I found a spot and passed the night 
with a rock pressing into my hip.

The next day after a meal I packed my sack and set out up the 
valley again ; a couple of hours later the valley flattened and then, 
with the row of peaks known as the Crestones towering above and 
with the Cerro De Los Machos to the North I found the Laguna 
Larga.

At the side of the lake a young shepherd lad was resting and he 
greeted me with a smile. He was dressed in rough clothes, and 
wearing sandals which had been made from rubber cut from old 
motor car tyres, with a very large cap as protection from the fierce 
sun. He carried a stout stick and over his shoulder hung a bag with 
provisions and a wine sack. He couldn't have been more than 
sixteen or seventeen but had an air of relaxation rarely found amongst 
city dwellers and when he spoke, although it was in the accent of 
Andalusia, his voice was clear and strong. We talked together about 
the district and he told me that the ridge to Mulhacen was indeed 
further than I had imagined and that he had entered the valley in 
which we stood to look for his sheep.

An hour later we had traversed round the lake over boulder- 
strewn terrain, and once we had rounded the bluff the whole of the 
precipices of Alcazaba and Mulhacen came into view. The cliffs of 
Alcazaba stood dominantly above the screes looking like a mighty
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fortress of grey rock but Mulhacen by comparison appeared gentle 
and I could see that the ridge from the col would be an easy walk.

The lad was more interested in his sheep and soon showed me 
that he had great skill in controlling their movements. By whistling 
he positioned his dog on one side of the flock, and then he took out a 
stone sling which consisted of a piece of leather and a cord and must 
have been the very sort used by David in biblical days. He chose a 
pebble from the scree and with practised ability cast it to the further 
side of the sheep. Within minutes, by careful placing of the stones 
and use of his dog, he had the flock running round the mountain in a 
small group and left them grazing on what bits they could pick out 
below the scree, whilst his dog remained on guard.

On the col we rested together and ate a meal of the little food we 
had. In the distance the slopes of Veleta could be seen with a little 
snow remaining from the winter and below we could make out the 
Laguna Mosca. Behind us from where we were sitting the ridge to 
the summit of Mulhacen rose at an easy angle. We parted company 
and having placed my rucksack where I could find it again I set off 
up the ridge. It was a complete shambles of broken slabs and although 
the summit is at 10,500 feet there was no sign of snow ; just grey 
rock cracked and shattered by the changes of climate throughout the 
years.

On the summit I rested amongst the derelict shelters which had 
been built years before. Way off to the south some 25 miles distant 
the sea was glittering through the haze and I knew it to be the 
Mediterranean. In some ways the scenery was disappointing because 
the rest of the peaks in the Sierra Nevada, except for Alcazaba, are 
fairly rounded and the ranges were dropping away in all directions, 
while the blue mist seemed to obscure the details of the valleys along 
which I had travelled. On the summit I saw no indications of great 
ritual but thought of the legend which gives its name to the mountain. 
One of the Moorish princes, named Muli Hasan, requested that when 
he died he should be buried on the summit. If nothing more, he has 
had his memory perpetuated by the Spanish with their version of his 
name.

Once back down to the col and off to the south-west the country 
begins to fall away on its long descent to the sea, and after a few miles 
I was really out of the mountains and signs of cultivation began to 
appear again. Deep below me in a fertile valley I could see the Rio 
Travelez and make out a village, but it looked strange in some way 
that I could not ascertain. I rested for a long time trying to solve the 
mystery and then suffered the fatigue of descending the tortuous
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track which dropped steeply to the village. Now I was passing through 
cultivated fields and waited here and there to exchange a few words. 
In Travelez I discovered the answer to the mystery. All the houses 
have flat stone roofs and I was told that they had been built that way 
to avoid the danger of falling snow. This may well be true because 
Travelez is the highest village in all Spain and unoccupied for part of 
the year.

I camped by the river and was talking with the local innkeeper 
when a Spanish lad whose name I later discovered to be Antonio 
Sanchez came spritely walking into Travelez. He carried a light 
rucksack and wore sandals. We soon found out that we had followed 
almost the same route across the sierra and he must have been on the 
summit of Mulhacen only a short while after myself. The evening 
passed pleasantly in the way which it always does when climbers 
meet. As ever the turning point of discussion was rucksacks, boots 
and tents. He carried very little equipment and seemed quite happy 
to cross the Sierra Nevada in light sandals although he would not 
try ski-ing ; which was a pity because the sport is popular in Granada 
and the snow lies on the high slopes well into the spring.

Next day we packed our tents early and waited for the 'bus 
which would take us down to Orgiva and then to Motril on the coast. 
We sat in the square, which in Travelez as in all Spanish villages 
represents the hub of activity, and watched the villagers with their 
wooden rakes over their shoulders as they walked by the side of their 
burros and made their way up to the fields to begin the day's work. 
The sun was still low and it threw long shadows across the square. 
Occasionally we would hear a voice and the sound of a cockerel would 
break the silence.  

The sun rose in the sky, and at mid-day the 'bus had still not 
arrived, which everyone took as a normal occurrence in Andalusia 
the word manana comes very much into its own so we decided to 
follow the road down the valley.

The weather was glorious. The sun shone brilliantly from a blue 
sky on to the glistening waters of the Rio Travelez as it bubbled and 
twisted on its way to the sea. The terraced fields which had been cut 
out of the hillsides so carefully by the country people painted the 
landscape in a variety of coloured steps, each carrying a different sort 
of produce, and the irrigation channels flashed in the sunlight. Each 
little cluster of houses which we passed gave a picture of tiled roofs, 
no two alike. The goatherd with his goats nibbling at the bits of 
greenery, the chestnut trees with their golden spheres not quite ready 
for picking, hanging amid the foliage ; for me it was all a new
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delight, but Antonio Sanchez had lived all his life in Spain and looked 
towards a freer and enlightened life. I can still remember his words 
when we passed the goats Las Cobras significan la pobreza goats 
signify poverty. He knew too well that these people eke out a bare 
existence and he looked towards a future when the bonds of unjusti 
fiable custom and prejudice could be removed to bring greater 
prosperity and understanding. It is ironic that the things I remember 
most about my days in Southern Spain and which help to paint such a 
romantic picture should spring from a source which brings such an 
intense degree of hardship to the lives of the local people.
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