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The gift of time

IAM standing in an olive grove. Silently
and steadily my hands work shiny black
fruits from their branches. The sky is a
still, crisp blue and the leaves of the

trees appear motionless against it. There’s a
quiet whistling in the distance, and an
amalgam of pueblo noise: dogs, children,
clatter, chatter and beneath me the soft thud
of olives tumbling into my basket. This is
not a dream; this is real Spain and this is the
Spain I love.

Extremadura offers something more rugged
for the traveller’s palate, a place with none
of the glitz and glamour of the costas, but
instead a place where everyday life is without
pretension. This is exactly the kind of
experience I look for. 

I arrived in Los Santos de Maimona with
my family after a long car journey from
Almeria province. Driving in darkness we
watched the sun rise into the morning sky,
passed through the snow-capped Sierra
Nevada and negotiated the bustle of
lunchtime Seville, before emerging on the
other side into rolling valleys carpeted in
green, simple white fincas interrupting the
skyline. Our purpose? To help our friend Kari
with the November olive harvest. 

Kari fell in love with this part of Spain
four years ago, and as part of her
determination to be accepted into authentic
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In return for a few hours’ work
each day, volunteers have the
chance to take the holiday of
a lifetime

Volunteering provides the chance
to have an active holiday and do
something worthwhile
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Spanish life she is steadily working to keep
her 400 trees in good shape. One day she
hopes to reap the rewards, not just
financially but also in the sense of personal
satisfaction; knowing she is continuing the
work carried out here for generations.
Keeping a 10-acre olive grove up to standard
is no mean feat, but many hands make light
work and with an active team of eight –
including my 20-month-old daughter –
arriving in shifts, we picked the olives in
under two weeks. This is why volunteer
holidays are increasing in popularity, because
farmers, hotel owners and even smallholders,

have found that by offering food and board
in return for roughly 25 hours per week they
can receive help with all manner of work. In
return, the volunteer gets practical
experience in a local environment, meets
like-minded people and still has plenty of
free time to see the sights.

For us our week meant picking – lots of
picking – all the time indulging in
spectacular views of the pueblo, its
whitewashed buildings protruding from the
olive grove before melting backwards into
the rising hills. Jose, Kari’s neighbour, would
lumber toward the fence to discuss in deep
cheerful Spanish tones how the pick was
going. Children from a neighbouring family
bombed up and down the lane on bikes
shouting, “hola”, before eventually plucking
up the courage to come and help once they
spotted Kari in the field with us. Their
mother’s echoing calls rang across the campo,
checking to make sure they were safe. And
as we stood there, picking and bumbling
along in broken Spanish and English, I
thought to myself that had I chosen to come
and stay in a hostel or a campsite, I would
never have met these people. People who
still work their land, take pride in a simple
life and who form part of a traditional
community where everyone looks out for
one another.

Basking in the crisp but bright November

I thought to myself that had I
chosen to stay on a campsite
I would never have met
these people
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The whole family
can get involved in
the voluntary work
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sun, our long days of picking, pondering
and indulging in fresh pomegranates straight
from the tree, were of course rewarded with
suitable refreshments come the evening.
Once free of our mud-caked wellies and with
our scratched arms bathed, it was into Los
Santos for cold beers and local delights. The
pub was full to the brim – children and
parents alike – faces beaming, talking
animatedly through swirling plumes of
cigarette smoke, the tab run on either great
memory, or simple old-fashioned honesty.
On the weekend we headed to Zafra, aptly
referred to as ‘Little Seville’, which lies at
the foot of the Sierra de Castellar. Here
there are a number of fabulous eateries and
bars with all the hustle and bustle required

for a Saturday night, but don’t be fooled, as
this is still very much a family-orientated
place. I’ve never before been to a city bar
late on a Saturday night where staff and
customers alike have no problem with a
toddler gleefully chucking paper napkins
around for entertainment!

Zafra is also well worth a visit in daylight
and has more than enough to occupy the
visitor for a good length of time. We strolled
through traditional narrow streets, stopped
for tortilla and an ice-cold beer at Gabi’s on
Plaza Espana, hung out in the beautiful
arcaded Plaza Grande and Plaza Chica,
admired the bullring and of course stopped
to soak in the magnificent centerpiece that
is the 15th-century Alcázar (castle). Zafra
has an intimate feel considering its
substantial size, and although quite popular
with those looking for something a little off
the main tourist trail, you will receive true
Spanish hospitality with no English
influences.

Although Kari is a personal friend, in June
we enjoyed a volunteer holiday on a small
horse farm in France and we will be
embarking on another experience this year.
This type of holiday is perfect as an activity
holiday if you are looking to see the world
on a budget, and equally for those, like us,
looking to try out different lifestyles,
experience new cultures and ultimately find
out if life on foreign soil is really for them. !

TRAVEL VOLUNTEER  HOL IDAYS

Evenings are spent
in the local village of
Los Santos or the
bigger town of Zafra

VOLUNTEER  FACTS

! A great place to start looking for volunteer
opportunities is www.helpx.net where both
hosts and helpers can advertise
requirements for free

! There are opportunities worldwide, from
Europe to Australia and these include
farmstays, homestays, ranches, lodges,
B&Bs, backpackers’ hostels and even
sailing boats

! Volunteers are expected to work roughly 4

hours a day, but this is negotiated in
advance 

! In return for work you will receive
accommodation and meals

! Always correspond with your host to agree
set rules prior to your arrival and to discuss
accommodation options

! You could also consider leaving adverts on
forums for the particular area you are
interested in

Staff and customers have no
problem with a toddler gleefully
chucking paper napkins around
for entertainment

024-028_SPOlive_0309  1/30/09  2:50 PM  Page 28


