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education
The value of travel as a learning tool for people of 
all ages, and especially young children, did not go 
unnoticed by writer David Hurst and his family 
during a trip to Spain. Indeed, his experiences have 
inspired an exciting new educational project…
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Explore

We were on a family adventure – gazing at 

the horizon and wondering what excitement  

it held.

It started last November, when we headed 

for Portsmouth to excitedly board Brittany 

Ferries’ impressive Pont-Aven ship for 

Santander, Spain. From a Spanish 

motorhome-hire holiday six months earlier, 

we knew this would be one of the best parts 

of our trip, especially for our boys Daniel  

and Darley, aged five and four, who continue 

to be amazed that our trusty Swift Escape 

motorhome can actually fit inside the ship!

Boarding was easy and the onboard food 

delicious – with awe-inspiring views while 

eating it. We sailed away the 24-hour trip  

with some playing in the children’s soft play 

area, a bout of bingo, then some more eating, 

horizon-gazing and mermaid-spotting… Then 

there were walkies for Colin our collie dog, 

who was on the top deck.

Walkies were a friendly affair as 15 other 

dogs were in the kennels there. We were 

delighted Colin could be part of our 

adventure, which saw us visiting as many 

Facebook friends as possible in three 

months, including in Spain where my wife 

Debs grew up.

Pont-Aven is like a floating hotel, and 

a much better and more civilised way of 

travelling than flying. No queues, delays or 

being cramped, and no sudden bump into a 

new culture and climate – instead, a relaxing 

arrival. After a good sleep in the cabin, the 

excitement of waking up to see bluer seas 

and the Spanish mainland is second to none.

In total we’d arranged to visit 150 friends 

around Britain and Spain, and initially feared 

that booking all of the required campsites 

would be a nightmare, yet one phone call to 

the Camping and Caravanning Club was all it 

took – they even booked our ferry. 

Once in Spain we soon realised the roads 

are infinitely better than in Britain – less 

crowded, of course, because the country is 

much bigger and with a smaller population, 

but also smoother and with much better 
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1 The sun rises over Gijón, Asturias 2 Excitement builds as the ship sets sail 3 David and Debs with Daniel and Darley
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facilities such as large lay-bys with 

playgrounds and shaded picnic areas.

The north around Santander is also  

‘Green Spain’ – España Verde – and green 

as the grass of home it is. We stayed on our 

first campsite near there, which was called 

Camping El Helguero. Basing ourselves  

in the great outdoors as much as possible  

has been a huge part of the success of our 

trips, enabling us to wake up to sweet 

birdsong every morning on the picturesque, 

tranquil campsites.

Just two hours westward along the coast 

from Santander and we arrived in Gijón,  

which was clean and sleek with lots of arty 

sculptures and a sweeping beach. Then we 

met our friend Jane who we’d not seen for  

15 years!

The next morning we motored on towards 

the astounding mountains of Picos de Europa 

and saw something we hadn’t really expected 

to see in Spain – snow! We stopped to play in 

it, then travelled down the sunny east coast 

to the even sunnier south coast. Returning to 

Santander several weeks later via Madrid, we 

had succeeded in visiting two dozen more 

friends, creating happy forever-memories.

Making the most of a few spare hours 

before our ferry departed, we admired some 

of the grand city’s buildings and spent the 

remaining time on the glorious sandy beach. 

From there our boys jubilantly watched the 

grand ship gliding in on the horizon, growing 

ever larger as it entered the port.

And as we headed back to our Devon home, 

we were already planning the next trip…

We realised during our travels that our 

sons were learning so much from their 

experiences that we should make a  

concerted effort to teach them more.  

And so we devised our own little project 

called ‘Education by Astonishment!’.

For this, we planned new journeys around 

Britain, Spain, Portugal and Morocco to visit 

astonishing people, places and things – 

anything with a wow factor that would amaze, 

educate and be remembered by two small 

boys – while also having loads of fun together 

as a family.

So, last March we headed for Portsmouth 

to excitedly board Pont-Aven for Santander 

again and begin our astonishing adventures. 

Just a few hours into the journey and we  

were already rewarded with our first amazing 

experience: “Dolphins!” cried someone from 

the bow of the ship. We all watched in awe  

as about 20 of these graceful mammals 
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“We planned new journeys 
to visit astonishing people, 
places and things – 
anything with a wow factor 
that would amaze, educate 
and be remembered  
by two small boys ”

1 Cimbarra Falls in Andalucia 2 The Santander coastline 3 Salamanca’s New Cathedral

Darley and Daniel at the Alhambra palace in Granada
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frolicked in the water around us.

As our journey once again began in  

España Verde, our boys were thrilled by  

the sight of horses, eagles, cows and calves 

– and there were rainbows too. As the soil 

turned red, we gazed ahead at flat-top 

mountains and big black bull hoardings  

on rocky ridges.

From here we took in many astonishing 

places including the Royal Palace of Aranjuez 

near Madrid; the Cimbarra waterfall; 

Granada’s fascinating Science Park; the 

Sierra Nevada mountains; the Nerja caves; 

Malaga’s 10th-century castle; the Roman 

ruins of Volubilis in Morocco; and a fair few 

stunning beaches along the way.

Then, 15,000 miles later, it was time to head 

homeward, but not before a special stop in 

one of the most beautiful and historic places 

we’d ever seen: Salamanca. ‘Education by 

Astonishment’ must have been what they had 

in mind in 1134 when creating Spain’s first 

university there. It’s a stunning city, much  

like Oxford, and these days 30,000 students 

make up a fifth of its population.

With a fascinating combination of buildings 

(Roman, Moorish and Spanish) and many 

tree-lined streets and squares, much of 

Salamanca’s city centre is still walled.  

The ‘new’ cathedral, as locals call it, was  

built in the 16th century, and huge storks’ 

nests can be seen on its towers! The ‘old’ 

cathedral beside it, meanwhile, dates from 

the 12th century. There is also the 15th-century 

House of Shells, with 350 scallops covering 

its exterior!

On our return ferry journey, a minke  

whale came to the surface to say good 

morning, and we later landed to a stunning 

Southsea sunset.

What’s next on the horizon? Well, we’ve 

learned so much from our travels and had 

such an unforgettable family time together 

that we’d like to share it. So we’re on a new 

mission, heading back to Spain this autumn 

and looking to set up an Education by 

Astonishment campsite there. 

Whatever your age, we hope to see you 

there one day, or on the ferry – where you can 

join us in gazing at the horizon, wondering 

what adventures lay ahead…. 
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Find out more

To follow the Hurst family’s journey, visit  
face2fb.wordpress.com
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1 Debs has fun on the slide in Santander 2 One of Santander’s many beaches 3 The Roman city of Volubilis, Morocco 4 Passing dolphins en route home

The sun sets on another Iberian adventure


