
GO: Southern Spain
DO: The Sierra Nevada

Wild camps, 3000m peaks, snowshoes, 
scrambles, solitude and sunshine.  

The Sierra Nevada has it all…
Words Olé reed photographs BeN WeeKS

EuropE’s  
forgottEn 
mountains
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here’s nothing quite like the 
act of discovery. My personal 
favourites include stumbling 
into an unfamiliar pub, or 
getting my hands on a box-

fresh ice axe (I’m weird like that). But this 
month Trail has gone one better: we’ve found 
ourselves a new mountain range. 

The Sierra Nevada is truly unique. It’s 
the kind of place where you can stand on 
a 3000m summit in the morning and still 
have time to hit the beach in the afternoon. 
Somewhere you can lose yourself among 
gargantuan peaks for days on end without 
seeing another soul, yet still cross the entire 
range in less than a week. It’s a land where 
griffon vultures and golden eagles patrol 
the skyline; where you’ll be strapping on 
snowshoes one minute then slapping on 
sun cream the next; and if that’s still not 
good enough, it just happens to be western 
Europe’s highest range outside the Alps. 

Throw in the fact it’s only a short drive 
from the bars and clubs of Spain’s infamous 
Costa del Sol, and you realise you’re staring 
our continent’s best-kept secret square in 
the face. This forgotten world of limestone 
giants has been ignored by hillwalkers and 
mountaineers for decades, but it’s out there 
waiting for you to explore right now. 

Let’s kick off with some facts about Spain’s 
mysterious mountains. The ‘snowy range’ 
was formed some 65 million years ago when 
the African and Eurasian continental plates 
collided. Its highest peak, Mulhacén (3479m), 
is the tallest mountain in mainland Spain. 
Although the whole group only stretches 
around 75km from west to east, there are 
more than 30 peaks standing taller than 
3000m, most of which can be bagged in  
a spectacular four-day trek. The region is 
home to over 1,700 species of plants, and in 
1998 its combination of rugged mountains, 
green valleys and exotic wildlife gained 
official recognition when it was granted 
National Park status, yet still the area remains 
ignored by both locals and tourists. 

What Trail wanted to know was: why?  
So we headed to Stansted Airport, hopped  
on a two-hour budget flight to Malaga,  
then completed the 75-mile drive through 
Andalusia’s charming mix of Mediterranean 
coastline and abundant olive groves to the 
historic spa town of Lanjarón, nestled high 
on the southern slopes of the range. We’d  
left home at 6am and had reached our 
destination by lunchtime.

This sleepy Spanish settlement, with 
its narrow streets, ruined Moorish castle, 
pure mountain air, sea views and tapas 
bars is a perfect mountain base camp. And, 

T
unlike overcrowded tourist honeypots like 
Chamonix or even Ambleside, we virtually 
had the entire place to ourselves. 

But we weren’t there to sightsee: we were 
there for adventure. Richard, our guide for 
the weekend, knows the enigmatic Sierra 
Nevada better than most. He first explored 
the area on a holiday from his UK-based 
accountancy job in the 1990s, before 
returning to England long enough to quit 
his job, pack his bags and return to southern 
Spain. He’s lived in Lanjarón ever since and 
his guiding company provides activities for 
anyone wanting a piece of the Sierra Nevada.

Our plan was to discover the hidden 
secrets of these mountains in one long 
weekend. Could it be done? Richard’s answer 
was an emphatic yes. He devised a thrilling 
three-day schedule that involved trekking to 
a 2500m mountain hut (worryingly referred 
to as a ‘ruin’ in his emails) on the afternoon 
of our first day. We would spend the night 
there before making the push to a 3100m 
summit the following morning. From that 
peak we would drop into a vulture-infested 
valley before snowshoeing our way over 
fast-melting snow bridges towards Lanjarón. 
If we were up for it, we would spend the 
following morning scrambling on the jagged 
limestone cliffs of the 1900m ‘Peak of the 
Dead’ before heading back to the airport.

We were most definitely up for it, so we 
chucked our gear in the back of Richard’s 4x4 
and began a white-knuckle jeep journey that 
bypassed the Sierra Nevada’s dusty foothills 
and deposited us around 500m below the 
snowline in an intensely aromatic pine 
forest. We’d been on the move for less than 
10 minutes and already I was falling in love 
with the place – the variety of landscapes 
and terrain was astonishing. There we were, 
at 2000m in blazing sunshine and 20 deg C 
heat, strolling through a forest that wouldn’t 
look out of place in southern England, but 
with views to match anything on the planet. 

Our route climbed steadily through a 
secluded valley that exploded with wildlife. 
Curious ibex stalked us through the trees, 
alpine swifts screamed around our heads, 
deadly processionary caterpillars stared out 
silently from their nests among the pines 
(seriously, look these things up) and golden 
eagles soared above us. After a couple of 
hours on undulating tracks, we crossed a 
thunderous mountain river, then headed  
off-piste across steep scree slopes as the 
Sierra Nevada’s highest peaks unfolded 
in front of us. We had to keep reminding 
ourselves we were just two hours from 
England, not thousands of miles from home 
in the Himalayas or Canadian Rockies. 
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Scrambling on the 
Peak of the Dead;  

we didn’t ask how  
it got its name.

Grabbing some much-needed shade 
and admiring the decorations  
in an abandoned military lookout.

Approaching 3085m with Mulhacén, 
mainland Spain’s highest mountain, 
looming large in the background 

Soaking up southern Spain’s  
mixture of sunshine and snow –  
and not a straw donkey in sight.
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As we finally exited the forest our 
accommodation for the night revealed 
itself. ‘Ruin’ was the right word. A leaky 
roof, a draughty doorway and the smell of 
stale smoke were my first impressions of 
the Refugio del Cebollar, but at the end of a 
tough day of high temperatures and steadily 
increasing altitude, this dilapidated bedroom 
was exactly what we needed. 

After swiftly demolishing the litre of red 
wine Richard had stashed on a previous trip, 
we soon drifted off to sleep with a symphony 
of snoring echoing from our sleeping bags.

We woke at dawn the next day and packed 
for the summit push. If all went well, within 
three hours we would be standing on top 
of Pico del Tajo de Los Machos, which at 
3085m would be comfortably the highest 
mountain I’d ever climbed. But before that 
we had to tackle steep ice fields, a 500m 
snow slope that was starting to bake in the 
mid-morning sun, then finish off with a 
short, even steeper pull up an ice face to 
the summit. It turned out the approach to 
the hut had been the easy bit, because with 

crampons fixed to our boots and ice axes in 
hand, it was starting to get serious. 

I couldn’t tell if it was the sudden increase 
in intensity or the sharp elevation in altitude, 
but photographer Ben and I immediately 
started struggling on the ascent. The Sierra 
Nevada’s tallest peaks only reach one third 
of the height of Mt Everest, but we were 
both sucking in air as quickly as our lungs 
could take it as we edged up the final few 
steps to the summit. It had been a punishing 
climb – but our reward was a mind-blowing 
panorama that stretched all the way to the 
northern coastline of Africa. 

Even sunny Spanish summits aren’t places 
to linger when the wind kicks up, so we 
posed for a few pictures then began the long 
descent into the valley below – which is 
where the fun really started. I’d been excited 
about pulling on snowshoes ever since we 
began planning the trip, and the stifling 
heat of the Rio Lanjarón valley made them 
a necessity. Every footstep sank deeper as 
the snow began to melt around us, and 
there was a growing risk we could plummet 
through the fragile snow bridges into the 
explosive river that lurked beneath our feet. 
Snowshoes, according to Richard, were the 
only safe way to cross this terrain, and we 
definitely weren’t going to argue. Although 
it felt a bit like lashing giant skateboards to 
our feet, travelling with them was hugely 
enjoyable and we made quick progress. 
Before I knew it we were back below the 
snowline and following an old irrigation 
channel down to what Richard described 
as our “extraction point”. Not only did this 
make me feel like I was on some cool SAS 
mission, but it was welcome news too. I was 

“We had To keep reminding ourselves We Were                   JusT TWo hours from england” 
physically spent. Within an hour we were 
sipping cold beer in a Lanjarón tapas bar 
and fixing our sights firmly on the next day’s 
mission: scrambling on the Peak of the Dead. 

This final adventure summed up the 
lure of the Sierra Nevada even more than 
the previous two days. We parked our car 
just an hour’s walk from the summit of 
this extraordinary limestone fortress and 
after a short stroll up its grassy approach 
slopes, we were soon scrambling up the 
mountain’s serrated northern flank. The 
handholds were firm, the wind was low, 
the sun was scorching and there were so 
many routes we were able to make it up as 
went along. We wore helmets and harnesses 
and carried a rope as a precaution, but 
in truth the mountain was perfect for 
beginner scramblers and although – like our 
snowline walking – it demanded razor-sharp 
concentration, it never took us out of our 
comfort zone. 

As we approached the top of this exquisite 
rocky pyramid, with giant griffon vultures 
circling overhead, it hit home how special 
the Sierra Nevada is. We’d tackled some 
of the most impressive mountain terrain 
in Europe, both ascents had been both 
exhilarating and daring, but any experienced 
walker with a good level of fitness and strong 
sense of adventure could easily manage 
the pair in a long weekend. This hidden 

hillwalking paradise is as easy to reach from 
London as the Lake District, you’ll probably 
spend half as much money while you’re 
there, and – outside of the bars in Lanjarón 
– it’s pretty likely you won’t see another soul 
during your trip. You could leave your office 
on Thursday evening, spend three full days 
impersonating a conquistador, then be back 
at your desk and bragging to your colleagues 
by Monday morning.

So the question remains: why does no-one 
visit these mountains? The locals seem to 
have the answer. According to them, people 
outside Andalusia simply don’t know they 
exist, which can only be good news for those 
of us who stumble across them. They’ve been 
plundered by the Romans and the Moors, 
but in the modern age the Sierra Nevada’s 
slopes have fallen silent. They’re yours for  
the taking. What are you waiting for? T  

On Peak of the Dead: alive, 
but nervously watching 
the skies for vultures.

The final slog to the summit 
of Pico del Tajo de Los Machos 
(3085m): at least it’s sunnier 
than Scotland.

How you can discover Europe’s forgotten 
mountains in three thrilling days.

Friday 
8am  Fly from UK to Malaga
10am Transfer to Lanjarón  
2pm Drive to 1900m before hiking  
 to mountain hut at 2500m
6pm Arrive at hut for wild camp
Saturday
7am Breakfast in hut then set off   
for summit
11am Reach summit of Pico del Tajo   
de Los Machos (3085m)
6pm Return to Lanjarón after trekking   
out using snowshoes
Sunday 
10am Scrambling trip to Peak of the Dead
6pm Fly from Malaga to UK 
 
Who to go with
Trail’s trip was booked with Spanish 
Highs (www.spanishhighs.co.uk) who 
offer a wide range of activity holidays, 
including walking, scrambling, winter 
mountaineering, snowshoeing and  
ski touring in the Sierra Nevada.

How to get there
The Sierra Nevada is best  
served by Malaga airport. 
Budget airlines Ryanair  
(www.ryanair.com)  
and easyJet fly there 
from most major  
UK airports for 
around £100 return. 
The Sierra Nevada  
is a 90-minute drive 
from the airport. 

When to go
The best times to walk are spring and early 
autumn, when the weather is cool enough 
for the lowlands, yet warm and dry enough 
to enjoy the high mountains.

essential extras
Mountaineering insurance will cover your 
costs in the event of any unforeseen 
accidents, and is essential for any high-
altitude trip (guided or otherwise).  
Without it you could be saddled with  
a five-figure bill for helicopter rescue  
and hospital care. You can arrange it via 
the British Mountaineering Council 
(www.thebmc.co.uk/insurance), and Trail’s 
one-trip policy costs £57. You’re required to 
become a BMC member, but this is easy to 
arrange at the time of purchase.

Is it for me?
This trip is ideal for experienced walkers 
with a good level of fitness who want to  
test themselves at higher altitude. You need 
to be a confident scrambler with a basic 
understanding of winter skills, such as 
walking in crampons and ice axe braking, 
but nothing more technical.
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It was every bit as  
comfortable as it looks.

The world’s creepiest 
bedside lamp.

Madrid

Malaga

SPAIN

Sierra Nevada
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THe ulTImaTe 
lONg WeeKeNd

www.lfto.com/sierranevadax


