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M O V I N G T O S PA I N
words JENNY MAYHEW

Uphill struggle
Transforming an abandoned finca into a home and base for a thriving new business
proved harder than the Mayhews could ever have imagined. But it was all worth it
IKE many other eager cortijo hunters, Tim
and I had scoured estate agents’ websites
looking for the perfect property to become
our home and the base for Pure Mountains,
our mountain biking venture. We wanted a sizeable
house, without too much work to do, on a nice plot of
land at the edge of a charming but thriving village.
How then, in September 2003, had we left England
having bought a large pile of stones on a 13-hectare
hillside finca in the Parque Natural de Sierra Nevada?
It had been a gradual process of realizing, by looking
at dozens of semi-ruined or dismally restored places,
that we could get a better result, in the end, by starting
from nothing. We were encouraged in this bold
scheme by a British estate agent/fixer who assured us
that he would be able to manage the building process
for us. Unsurprisingly, he turned out to be useless, and
an acrimonious, finger-pointing split ensued. But it was
his dubious enthusiasm that had introduced us to this
wonderful part of the Sierra Nevada and the possibility
of building something special.
Before a single workman could light up a Marlboro
we needed to obtain a Licencia de Obra, (building
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permit) from the local ayuntamiento (town hall),
which defers to the national park authorities in
Granada. This was a bewildering process, requiring
footwork, faith, and patience.
Unpromisingly, we became embroiled with a dodgy
architect. A planning officer assured us that this
architect was the man for the job. He produced a set
of vague plans and a substantial bill, without
instructions from us. He seemed to have no intention
of consulting his clients. When I telephoned and
politely told him that we no longer wished to work
with him he refused to leave the project. I found out
that, under the rules of the College of Architects, a
client cannot unilaterally disinstruct an architect. It is
up to the architect to renounce his involvement in
the project. So, the client can be lumbered with an
architect they do not want. Some architects specialize
in foisting themselves on clients, clinging on and
collecting stage payments as the project progresses.
We spent a gloomy fortnight considering our
options. We could either try to sell the finca and start
all over again with much less money or get rid of the
architect. At a tense, absurd meeting, with the help
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of a translator and wearing suits unearthed from
packing cases, we persuaded the man to leave for
1,000 euros.
Now we could get on with the project. We had
produced our own plans showing a cortijo built around
an internal Moorish-style patio. We found another
architect who had worked on a friend’s house without
disastrous results. We now needed a builder who could
construct a really good quality, eco-friendly house.
A friend of my Spanish teacher recommended José
Manuel. We liked what we saw of his work and we
were impressed by his affinity with the mountains. He
came to look at the finca and suggested a better spot
for the building, based on his knowledge of the
drainage of the mountainside. All the while he was
picking and chewing various plants and reciting
country proverbs.
José Manuel turned out to be a good man and an
excellent builder. In August, when many people
insist that nothing gets done in Spain, he had 20
concrete lorries in one day pouring the foundations.
We had agreed on a fixed price contract with a

deposit, stage payments and a final payment. This
worked out reasonably well. The overall price of the
build has, of course, been twice our original,
uninformed, estimate.
The builder, cannily, recommended but did not
employ the electrician, plumber and carpenter, so we
had to deal with them directly. The tradesmen just
would not talk directly to each other, leaving me to
co-ordinate processes I did not understand in English,
let alone in Spanish. I also found nagging to be
surprisingly difficult in a foreign language. The
electrician, Denis, was French but had an egregious
disregard for Gallic style, wearing shell suits and grey
slip on shoes. He frequently threatened to kill the
plumber, Jesús, who was maddeningly elusive but so
charming when he did turn up with his puppy dog
eyes that it was hard to be cross with him. Strangely,
when the two finally did meet on site, we found them
amicably smoking Fortunas together. The plasterer
was a gnome-like figure, encased from head to toe in
white plaster, who was always, inexplicably, shouting
and waving his arms around.
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HEADER FOR TIMELINE

AUGUST 2004
Pouring foundations
At the height of summer twenty
lorries arrive to pour concrete.

NOVEMBER 2004
Our first winter
A brazier had to be kept alight all
night to stop the roof from freezing.

DECEMBER 2004
The roof party!
The team is introduced to the
delights of mulled wine.

JULY 2005
Home sweet home
The builders fiinally leave and we
move into our spacious new home.
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The team worked hard but, at times, it was
difficult to believe that the house would ever be
finished. Tim and I did have some desperate times,
especially when work stopped for bad weather. In the
hardest winter for many years, we had to keep a
brazier alight all night to stop the fresh concrete roof
of the outbuilding from freezing.
Being off any kind of grid, we have independent
power, water and telephone systems. Solar panels
generate electricity and hot water, with gas and
generator back-up. A reservoir stores our spring water
allocation, which has held out well during 2005’s epic
drought. Tim is landscaping the raw earth around the
house. Most of his new saplings survived this
summer’s assault by a biblical plague of saltamontes
(grasshoppers).
Throughout the build we lived in a rented flat in
the village of Bérchules. I do not know how the house
would have been built had we not been here. Every
day there were many instant decisions to be made.
Where should this wall/door frame/radiator go? It was
difficult to know the implications of many of these
decisions. Requests for the benefit of the questioner’s
advice were often met with a frustrating “Como
quieras” (as you wish). Somehow we missed the
opportunity to install underfloor heating. The study
wall, which was built when we were off on one of our
endless tile shopping trips, had to be taken down and
moved a metre to the right. Several lavatories nearly
ended up in the middle of bathrooms. We had to battle
to overcome the strange Spanish affection for single
power points. More than anything, we were constantly
pushing for the high quality, rather than easy, solution.
When the roof went on in November 2004 we had
a party on the patio with a brazier, Morrocan tagines
and mulled wine. The builders initially refused to
touch the mulled wine, but after one brave soul
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believe that the
building would ever
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sampled a mugfull there was no stopping them.
Gradually the change from building site to house
came about. The windows and doors went in and the
builders finally stopped putting out fag ends on the
floor. In July 2005, with a feeling of elation and slight
disbelief, we left our tiny flat and moved, with our
dog and three cats, into the wonderful spaciousness
of our new home. ■
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