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W O R K I N G I N S PA I N
words JENNY MAYHEW

High
guys
Jenny and Tim have moved to
Andalucía to launch their mountain
bike holiday company, but first
on the shopping list is some vital
merchandising
HILE we seemed to spend
most of our first two years
in Las Alpujarras pushing
forward the building of our
cortijo, the point of the exercise had always
been to establish our mountain biking
holiday venture.
Tim and I both grew up riding bikes
and, since meeting in 1996, had become
increasingly keen mountain bikers. We got
into racing and Tim started to work for an
organisation that trained mountain bike
leaders. I was working in an office that
funded biking holidays abroad.
It was during one of these trips, to
Andalucía, that we started to formulate
what we called The Spanish Plan. We
would build a beautiful house in the
mountains and run holidays that combined
lovely accommodation with professionally
guided biking and 4x4 support. A year later
we moved to Bérchules, a village in the
Sierra Nevada mountain range, to begin.
Before we left England, a friend with a
branding agency helped design our corporate
identity and logo. We even had T-shirts
printed. It all felt a bit like putting the cart
before the horse, but we wanted to establish
the brand. In retrospect, that was a good
decision as it would have been difficult for
us to do any of that from Spain.
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W O R K I N G I N S PA I N
Some of the couple’s
early purchases included
a Land Rover and some
top-of-the-range hire bikes

We also had a fledgling website that
we planned to augment as time went on,
but that turned out to be problematic. The
original design was attractive but inflexible.
Each time we wanted to update it we had
to contact the company in England that
was maintaining it for us, which was
inconvenient and expensive. In a classic
small business start-up solution, my brotherin-law came to the rescue.
We never quite got around to doing a
formal business plan, using instead a
sprawling spreadsheet that tracked the
dwindling proceeds of our Bristol house
sale as the cortijo building process
continued. It was tempting to spend every
waking moment on the build. Sometimes,
after a week of running around after builders,
electricians and carpenters, we would realise
we had hardly been out on our bikes. Then

we would go out and scout some new routes.
After all, customers would be paying for our
knowledge of the best trails.
We bought a Land Rover and some
top-of-the-range hire bikes and started to
advertise our services in local hotels and
shop windows. We had a steady stream of
mainly British and Dutch customers keen
to spend a day or two exploring the
mountains. These early clients were
invaluable for us in terms of experience,
income and networking.
Our guests are generally professional
people, with as many women as men.

After a week of running after
builders, we’d realise we had
hardly been out on our bikes

Some come in couples or with friends, some
on their own. They are all looking to get
away to the mountains, to push themselves
a bit and to enjoy relaxing afterwards.
They appreciate their surroundings and are
prepared to pay for comfort and quality. In
other words, people like our friends and the
people we used to be.
Most of our guests are British. So far
we have concentrated on the UK market
because that is where our contacts are,
although we are keen to broaden this client
base. We would particularly like to attract
more Spanish people, although the activity
holiday concept seems to be relatively
unknown in Spain.
When we moved into the house we
discovered, as the books on moving abroad
had warned, how many friends come out of
the woodwork when you live in a sunny
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country. We have got to know people
better when they have stayed for a few days
than we did in several years’ worth of
evenings in the pub. Most have been a joy.
Others have been astonishingly demanding.
We run our office from the cortijo, which
is on the side of a mountain with no mains
services. Happily, an organisation called
AVI has started to provide high-speed
internet and telephone access by microwave
for areas without conventional ADSL.
We now have faster internet access than we
ever enjoyed in our village outside Bristol.
The cortijo is classed as a casa rural so we
had to comply with the regulations
governing these small hotels throughout the
building and fitting-out phase. We also had
to register the building and the business
with the relevant authorities. This has been
a time-consuming and complicated process,
made easier by our bilingual gestor – a sort of
agent/fixer/gofer peculiar to Spain.
It’s all so different from the way we did
business in the UK. In Andalucía there is
still a personal approach, with importance
placed on face-to-face meetings. Trying to
sort things out by telephone has been fairly

The business’s first
customers were
attracted by cards in
local hotels and shop
windows

fruitless unless I have already established a
relationship with the other person.
We are aware that many foreign-owned
businesses in Spain fail. In two and a half
years we have seen British bar owners,
trinket sellers and bed and breakfast
proprietors shut up shop. It is not easy to
run a successful business here but it seems
the crucial elements are a clear vision of
what you are going to offer, the resources to
set it up and the energy and determination
to see it through. ■
www.puremountains.com

Our guests are
looking to get
away to the
mountains, to
push themselves
a bit
february 2006

spain

75

