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There is no shortage of available
reading material about the
experience of moving to Spain.
Books such as ‘Driving Over Lemons’
by Chris Stewart, capture the

Introduction
imagination and have inspired
many. However, the majority of
what’s written tells the tale of one
individual and their family. It tells it
from their perspective with a view
to entertaining.
In some respects this book intends
to do the same. We certainly don’t
want you to be bored whilst reading
it. However, we also want to give
you insight, whatever your future
intentions, into the experience of
coming to live in Spain from the
point of view of several people who
have been through it.
Moving to another country is an
enormous step. Sometimes it’s taken
without sufficient consideration. It
is important that you do take time
to pinpoint what the main issues
might be for you and your family.
Often these aren’t to do with the
obvious difficulties of language and
bureaucracy but with less welldocumented issues such as what you
will do when out here and how you
will cope with separation.
There are plenty of reference books
available that give the practical
details of what you need to consider
when moving abroad. These are
useful but do not necessarily
introduce you to the emotional and

social issues you’ll encounter.
The four couples who feature in
this book have been prepared to
share with us their experiences
on a personal level. It’s your
emotions, high and lows, which
are more likely to determine
the success of the whole
venture. If you are happy
with your new life, you will
overcome the minor hurdles. If
not, no amount of preparation
and organisation will work.
The couples who were asked
to take part are all Ábaco
Advisers’ clients. Ábaco Advisers
is an independent legal and fiscal
firm based in Torrevieja. However,
they were not selected on the basis
of their loyalty to Ábaco and the
questions were not intended to elicit
answers that would sell Ábaco as a
service.
Their answers were recorded and
a transcript made following each
of the four interviews. Participants
were allowed to see the draft book
and make any amendments they
felt necessary. The information that
people can be happy to supply in a
discussion can look very different in
print.
Participants had to be residents and
have lived in Spain for a number of
years. Each of them had specific
issues to work through both prior
to, during and after the move.
Some of these could not have been
anticipated when they initially
began planning their migration.
The impact of health and previous
lifestyles as well as forces in the
environment meant that each
discussion had its own focus. The
interview style was only semistructured leaving opportunity
to follow up each story from the
interviewee’s perspective.

Although we refer to ‘couples’
throughout the book, this is largely
for convenience. One of our couples
consists of two individual women
who chose to move to Spain together
as two independent people after
their husbands had died. Two of
the remaining three couples are
married. All our couples are very

different. They also have many
similarities. One of them being that
their venture has stood the test of
time. They have made the move
and worked through any issues
they might have had to continue
to enjoy their life here. And that’s
why we feel that their stories are so
important for you to read.

Many people consider moving abroad
at some point in their life. Most
people do not take this any further.
What gave our couples the idea in
the first place and how did they edge
it from theory to practice?

Each couple interviewed could
remember important key moments
when the decision to move to the

Making
the decision
Costa Blanca was beginning to form.
Our couples had all worked for many
years in the UK, several of them in
difficult and stressful jobs.
It’s easy to see why Spain appeared
as an attractive destination. The
working life they had in the UK
was putting pressure on them and
in some cases their health was
suffering. The promise of relaxation
and time to themselves was a very
alluring one. Enza and Terry hardly
saw one another in the hustle and
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bustle of their everyday life. ‘He
was getting up at three to four in
the morning lorry driving,’ explains
Enza. ‘I was working in the
hospital from seven.’
Similarly, Kath and Derek were
really feeling the strain from
their work environments.
Derek worked in a prison and
Kath was a nurse in A and E. ‘I
was more a prisoner than the
prisoners,’ Derek concludes, ‘and
A and E was like a boxing ring on a
Saturday night for the nurses. So
we looked at the finances and we
thought we’d take early retirement.
Doing that was going to be difficult
for us in the UK, so we looked at
doing it in Spain instead. I was 56 at
the time.’
Nuala had been a social worker
before she retired; ‘I had to retire
on health grounds from social
work but then I worked in the

airport part-time.’ Nuala finished
in December and Tony, her new
partner, finished in January. Not only
was the move to Spain new for them
but committing together as a couple
was too.
‘I suppose for us it was more of an
adventure,’ Nuala explains. ‘We
were moving here together. Starting
our lives together. When Tony moved
to Northern Ireland he moved into
my house. He always saw it as my
house. It was all new, a new chapter
for us. Throughout the preparations
I never at one point said, ‘are we
doing the right thing?’ I’d always
thought of moving on.’
Although for most of our couples it
was a joint decision, in Nuala and
Tony’s case, Nuala was already clear
about what she wanted to do: ‘It
had been my plan to come and live
here, even on my own. Now we’ve
been here six years this month.’
They were both conscious of the
newness of their relationship and
so were their friends, ‘People told
us we were very brave and that if
it didn’t work we could come back.
We said if it doesn’t work we’ll go
somewhere else.’
Now, on reflection, Nuala wonders
what would have happened if they
hadn’t met when they did; ‘Looking
back I wonder sometimes if Tony
hadn’t been there if I would have
had the courage to move out on my
own. It would have been a lot more
difficult.’
Why Spain?
All of our couples had already had
some experience of Spain. Terry and
Enza, had had a place in the Costa
del Sol since 1984 and moving out
on their retirement had always been
part of the plan. Enza reflects, ‘We
had friends who sold up and came to

live in Spain and we went to visit for
a holiday. We saw what they were
doing and how they were enjoying
their life. So we decided we would
buy a house for holidays. We thought
we would come out to live about
four to five years after we’d bought
the house.’
Nuala and Tony didn’t have a place
in Spain but they knew people who
did. ‘My brother and sister-in-law
bought an apartment in La Mata
about 15 years ago,’ Nuala explains.
‘As a family we had all come out for
holidays and I liked it in this part
of the world. I decided that when
I retired I’d like to live here. When
me and Tony got together I said that
I would like to live in Spain and he
said that he would follow me to the
end of the earth.’
It was Derek’s work colleagues in the
prison service that inspired the
initial search for property here: ‘The
idea was to buy a property
in this area that we could use for
holidays whenever we wanted to.
However, someone who knew a little
bit about the legal side to things
said you’ve got to be very, very
careful. It can be a real nightmare
and they advised if you’re going to
do it, do it on your own if you can
afford to.’
For Derek and Kath, Spain wasn’t
an automatic choice, ‘We’d thought
about buying a place in Thailand. We
made a comparison between Spain
and Thailand, the pros and cons of
both. In the end we chose Spain. I
think the distance to Thailand put
us off.’
The best laid plans…
From the first tentative discussions
to packing the cases, things did not
always go to plan for our couples.
There were often hurdles or

First steps - Making the decision 09

opportunities they encountered in
the meantime that either deferred
or speeded up the process. They
perhaps marked themselves as
determined people, in that they did
not allow difficulties to become long
term obstacles or issues.
Nuala was aware that there is always
something to keep you back and
there is never a perfect time to
make your move: ‘It was exciting
and we probably became quite selfcentred. One of my great-nephews
was born when we were actually in
Dublin and on our way to Spain. If I
hadn’t been so self-centred I would
probably have waited until he was
born.’
Nuala used an example from her
family to show how events can be
allowed to deter you. ‘After my
brother and sister had bought the
apartment, they considered moving
out here and then a grandchild was
born and then they were thinking
again. Then another one was born
and I was actually quite amazed
when they did move eventually.’
For Barbara and Anona a sad
combination of events led to their
final decision to move. Although
they have known each other for
over 20 years, Barbara and Anona
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are not a couple. The decision to
come to Spain together followed
on from the death of Barbara’s
husband: ‘My husband and I were
thinking of a change anyway and
Spain seemed like a good idea. We
were going to go out and take a look
but unfortunately he became ill and
passed away. A while later, Anona
and I agreed that we both go on an
inspection trip and have a look.’
Anona had already been thinking of
moving out to Spain: ‘I’d travelled
a fair bit but there was something
about Spain. I liked Australia as well
but I have sons and Australia is a
long way to travel.’
At first Anona and Barbara thought
they might each buy their own
property. However, they could see
the benefits of buying together: ‘We
thought, we get on well together,
let’s see if we can find something
bigger, something we can share
and that’s what we did. I know my
husband would have wanted me to
carry on with our plans too.’
With those first thoughts now
established, along with all the
associated worries and misgivings,
the next stage was telling the family.
How would those closest to them
react to their decision?

There is a difference between sharing
your dreams as part of a couple and
passing on the information that you’re
moving abroad to family and friends.
How did our couples break the news
and what was the reaction of those
around them?

Sharing the information is part of
the process of making it happen.
Until you have expressed your

Telling the family
intentions, the plans to move abroad
have little substance. At this stage,
the excitement and determination
felt by our couples was not always
reflected in the responses of those
around them. However, what is
reassuring is that, in most cases,
close family and friends remained
supportive and understanding, if
perhaps a little bemused by the
decision.
For some, it was made slightly easier

by the fact that they did not leave
everyone behind. Terry and Enza’s
eldest son was already living in the
holiday home they’d purchased
in Spain. Their other son didn’t
feel their move was a problem
and recognised the pressure
that his parents were under in
their current jobs. However,
Enza still worried about
whether they were doing the
right thing and ideally would
have liked to have kept a house in
both countries.
She was clear, however, that she
wasn’t going to be used as a nanny,
wherever she was: ‘We’ve got two
sons who live with their girlfriends. I
told them, ‘I don’t want to be
looking after your children all the
time.’’
When it came to telling friends and
neighbours, there was no surprise for
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some. ‘Everyone knew we were
going to do it eventually,’ said Terry,
‘so I don’t think anyone was greatly
surprised when we went before we
had planned.’ Enza felt encouraged
by those around her, ‘Everyone was
saying, ‘if you can do it, why not?’
They said we’d never come back but
I did point out that you should never
say never.’
Kath and Derek’s children were in
their thirties with families of their
own. The announcement that their
parents were moving to Spain came
as a bit of a shock: ‘I think they
were OK on the surface but
underneath there was a feeling that
we were leaving them.
They kept their feelings to
themselves though. They didn’t want
to spoil it for us.’ Kath and Derek
are very realistic about how much
they got to see their family in the
UK, ‘We used to see them if we were
lucky once every six months.’
Kath and Derek’s lifestyles meant
that they hadn’t built up a strong
network of relationships but there
were still those upset at their
leaving. ‘I could be driving to work
at 1.00 o’clock in the afternoon
starting work to finish at 10.00 at
night. Kath could be driving back
having been out since 7.00 in the
morning and having the afternoon
off. We were like ships in the night.
We were independent. We didn’t get
too close to a lot of people, only
family. We’ve got one couple who
are close friends and the rest are
acquaintances if you like.’
For the couple who were close
friends it was a mixture of emotions.
They were encouraging of Derek and
Kath but they were also
disappointed perhaps partly because
the two couples had shared interests
such as scuba diving. Losing Derek
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and Kath would mean alterations to
their lives too. For Nuala and Tony it
was Nuala’s great niece who felt it
most: ‘When she heard we were
going she sat down in the middle of
the lounge floor and sobbed her
heart out. She was 10, she’s now 16
and she still comes out to see us.’
As both Nuala and Tony were both
still working, they had to tell their
work colleagues. Tony was careful
not to share the location of his
purchase too quickly: ‘Where I was
working at this company I told them
we’d bought this house. I didn’t tell
them where and at lunchtime I used
to sit with this man and we’d talk
about things.
I was sat down one lunchtime with
him and he’d asked me how the
house was going and I said ‘yeah
yeah I think it’s going through OK’.
Not once did he ask where it was.
One day I said to him ‘you know
we’ve bought this house, would you
like to come and visit us?’ ‘Yeah’ he
said, ‘course I would’. I said, ‘do you
want to know where it is?’ I said
‘Spain’. He knew nothing. My boss
knew nothing. When I told my boss
he never spoke to me after that.’
Nuala also had a mixed reception to
her news, ‘One of the girls at work
said to me, ‘oh, you’re living my
dream’. Her parents were from
Spain and she hadn’t ever lived
there and it was something she
wanted to do. Quite a few people
thought we were mad though. With
some I think we detected a bit of
jealousy. They couldn’t get up and
do it and there we were willing to
make a go of it.’
Anona and Barbara weren’t immune
to some negative feedback, ‘We had
plenty of warnings,’ explains
Barbara, ‘because we bought in
stages and were sending money out

they’d say, ‘you must be careful’.
The family were OK though.’ Anona
adds, ‘They’d say ‘you’ve got to do
what you want mum’. They were
supportive. Nobody said don’t go.’
For those closest to our couples
there was an understanding and a
sympathy that allowed them to
continue with their plans relatively

unhindered. Perhaps some
colleagues expressed reservations or
showed some resentment but, by
and large, those who really cared for
our couples didn’t take the move
personally. If they did, they hid it
well. With this hurdle out of the
way, the next stage was to find
somewhere to live. After all, there
was nothing to stop them now.
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Selecting and purchasing a house in
your own country is difficult enough.
In another country the potential
for problems is increased. It’s also
the beginning of the adventure and
one that our couples savoured but
not without encountering a few
dilemmas too.

The advertisements carry tempting
pictures of the sea and blue sky.
White villas dotted up the hillside

Finding
a property
and the promise of all those days of
sunshine. All our couples were
already receptive to the attractions
of Spain. They just needed to find
the premises to match their
aspirations. An inspection visit
continued to be the preferred way
of finding their Spanish home. The
structure and organisation felt safer
and more comfortable.
Unfortunately, as we discover later,
not everything in the purchase
process was as it appeared at the
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time. Tony and Nuala had a
particularly unfortunate experience.
It only emerged once they were
settled into their new
home,that not all the
paperwork was in place.
However, most of our couples
were happy with the method
they chose and having a guide
to help in the early days was
seen as a real bonus.
There was a tendency towards
making a quick purchase. Only Terry
and Enza were more hesitant and
didn’t purchase on their first visit,
preferring to buy their property
second time around. ‘We didn’t buy
anything to start with,’ explains
Terry, ‘but there was no pressure on
us and we came back again and
found our house.’
Nuala and Tony saw an exhibition
advertised and decided to take a

look. From there they agreed to a
four day inspection trip in October
2005. They hadn’t intended to buy,
‘We only had the intention of looking
with a view to coming out to live in
a couple of years. We fell in love
with it though. We picked a house
and signed the contract. We went
back to Northern Ireland, put the
house on the market and moved out
here at the end of February.’
On reflection some of our couples
might have done things differently
another time. When Anona and
Barbara first came out to look it was
Anona initially who was leading the
way on the purchase. Barbara, only
recently bereaved, was
accompanying her friend, ‘I thought
‘I’ll just come along for the ride.’’
A few months later and Barbara was
looking with her friend, ‘We found
our house and signed for it. In
hindsight though we think it might
have been better to have rented
first. For a few months at least. We
were very fortunate that we had a
good builder and nothing went
wrong. We weren’t pushed into
anything. There was no hard sell
with them. I mean they did keep a
close eye on you during the
inspection visit. They were always
around and you couldn’t just wander
off. But it didn’t feel like hard sell,
they were prepared to take us
wherever we wanted to go.’
To begin with they were being shown
individual properties, the guide
asked them what they would like to
see. ‘I suggested something near a
golf course. We don’t play golf, but
we thought it would be good to let.
As it happens we never have let it.
The first house we were taken to
after that, we realised could work.’
The layout of the house provides
perfect accommodation for two
individual people. Barbara explains,

‘The property we’ve got has three
bedrooms and the third bedroom is
self-contained. It’s ensuite so it has
worked well property-wise. We don’t
feel as though we’re on top of each
other.’ Having their own space has
been important for the couple.
The location of the property can be
more important in terms of your
experience of Spain than the type of
property itself. Derek and Kath
found a property in Oliva but they
turned it down in favour of
somewhere less isolated. ‘We’d
never been to Spain before but in
hindsight Oliva would have been the
place to buy. We’d have been
speaking fluent Spanish by now. And
the price was actually ridiculous. It
had seven rooms over three floors
overlooking the square in Oliva and
it was really nice. At the time
though it would have been too much
for us. It would have been too
isolated.’
There is a feeling here that what
might suit you at one time in Spain
won’t necessarily always be fit for
purpose. Some of our couples
had moved house since coming here,
one more than once. People change
over time in their needs and what
might work well as a holiday home
will not necessarily work well as a
permanent residence.
Derek and Kath had bought their
house as a holiday home and had to
make decisions about its suitability
when they wanted to live out here:
‘When we bought it we didn’t invest
the amount of money we would have
done if we were coming out to live.
We were between the devil and the
deep blue sea. We didn’t really want
to go and buy another house. We like
the area that we’re in. But it was
only a one-bedroomed bungalow. So
we thought if we can get permission
to build it up we will. We had plans
drawn up to build up and we did.’
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For many people it can be safer and
less problematic to refurbish and
add to their property than move.
Derek and Kath are now happy with
their home which provides the
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accommodation they want without
further disruption or removal
expense. With the property selected
and signed for, the real business of
moving could begin.

With their home chosen, our couples
were keen to begin their new lives
in Spain. What to take and what to
leave? Dilemmas that each couple
managed to solve in their own way.

Moving house in the same country
and you are likely to take most of
your belongings with you. With the

Moving
added cost of haulage to another
country our couples were much more
selective and reflective about what
to take.
Surprisingly, most of our couples
travelled light and decided not to
bring their furniture. Derek and Kath
had to move quickly. Their house in
the UK had only been on the market
for ten days when it sold and they
already had a furnished holiday
home in Spain. Moving lock, stock

and barrel wasn’t on the agenda for
them: ‘We’d furnished our home
already and because we’ve done lots
of moves in our lives we’ve
never really put down roots.
We didn’t have any antiques or
family heirlooms.’
Anona and Barbara also
travelled light, ‘I sold up and
took two suitcases,’ explains
Anona. For Barbara it was also
a quick process, ‘I told the lady
opposite that I was going to sell my
property and she said let me have
first refusal. We moved with two
suitcases and just a few bits and
pieces. We left everything really, we
wanted a fresh start. I didn’t see the
point of bringing furniture over.’
Terry and Enza preferred to leave
most of their belongings behind
including their furniture. They did
have a little help from their friends
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in Spain though: ‘They were very
good. They cleaned the house for us,
put up bits and pieces on the wall.’
The couple who proved to be the
exception to the travelling light rule
were Tony and Nuala. For them, the
whole process was a stressful one as
they began to disentangle their old
lives and establish a new one as a
couple in another country. Their
move was also quick with only four
months between their inspection
trip and the actual move out to
Spain.
There were many difficult decisions
to be made by the couple. What
should they take with them and
what should they leave behind? What
would be the outcome for Nuala’s
pet pig collection? Tony felt he
couldn’t lead too much on the
decisions: ‘She’d say she’d take
that. I couldn’t say you’re not taking
it or you can. It could be
sentimentally important to her
although to me it was rubbish. In the
end the only way I could help was by
saying, ‘you tell me where that’s
going in the new house’. Most of the
time, she didn’t keep it.There were
a lot of trips to the charity shops and
the auctions.We filled this trailer up
and a friend took it to the dump.’
Nuala is also keen to emphasise the
preparation and tasks involved: ‘We
were both working and there was
lots of stuff in the attic that had
been there from when mum and dad
died. It all had to be sorted out. It
was hard going.’
It wasn’t just the packing that made
it a stressful time for Nuala and
Tony. There were problems with the
sale of their house too. ‘The girl who
was buying the house insisted on
having a survey for this and a survey
for that and I was beginning to think
that it wasn’t going to go through,’
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Nuala explains.
For Nuala and Tony, bringing a lot of
their belongings meant that the
process of moving was not an easy
one physically, ‘The day before we
were due to leave we’d run out of
boxes. The removal company found
some more,’ explains Nuala. Tony
remembers clearly all the details of
their final days in Northern Ireland:
‘The last night in our house we slept
on the floor. On a mattress that we
then threw away. We wanted to
make sure that everything was left
clean and tidy.’
They didn’t remember to bring
everything with them though. ‘I
cleaned the whole of the house
except the fridge,’ says Tony: ‘We
stayed at someone else’s house that
night and in the morning we were
having breakfast and they said,
‘We’ve got some of the marmalade
that you like’ and I said, ‘shit I’ve
left six jars of it in the fridge. I was
a little bit miffed about that. And
that bloody woman who bought it
never said thank you.’
Bags packed, our couples began the
physical step of moving from one
country to another. Their methods of
doing this were largely driven by the
amount of possessions they brought
with them. For Tony and Nuala it
was a car journey with very little
space to stretch their legs.
‘It wasn’t just the boot that was
full, every single nook and cranny in
the car was full. There was only just
room left for us to sit. We’d filled
the car with the things we didn’t
want to go in the removal van,’
explains Nuala.
Tony and Nuala took the ferry from
Portsmouth. Spain didn’t welcome
them in the way they had expected.
‘When we came into Bilbao the first
thing we saw was the snow.’ This
didn’t impress Nuala, ‘I thought ‘we

didn’t come to Spain for snow.’’
This unpleasant surprise was
tempered by the fact that they met
up with a friendly couple on the
ferry and journeyed in tandem down
the coast. The couple travelled with
them as far as their own holiday
home in Calpe. ‘They were
excellent.’ recalls Tony, ‘This was
the first time we’d met them. They
had quite a powerful car and there
we were with our 1 litre polo that
we had to peddle up the hill, but
they waited for us. We’ve lost touch
with them now but we did keep in
touch for a couple of years.’
Derek and Kath also drove down.
They brought two Staffordshire bull
terriers with them. ‘They were so
close to us,’ says Derek, ‘we brought
them down in the car. We got here
and they jumped out and had a look
round. I opened the boot and they
jumped back in as though they
thought that was it and they were
ready to go back home.’
For most of our couples the process
of moving was physically an
exhausting one. Tony and Nuala
arrived in La Mata at 8.00 that night.
Tony comments, ‘We were
knackered and just wanted to put

the car in the garage so that it was
secure.’ They celebrated their
arrival with a trip to the Chinese.
It wasn’t just the physical upheaval.
How did our couples feel
emotionally? For Enza the move was
less traumatic than for Terry.
According to Terry,‘The big
difference between the two of us
was that she’d done it before,
moving to Britain when she was 18.’
Enza does have some good advice for
those with a choice about the month
they move: ‘Don’t move when it’s
August. You’re sweating, you’re
trying to put things together. You
start getting agitated. Don’t move in
August.’
The fact that the neighbour had
helped prepare their house before
they arrived was a bonus, but Enza
still had mixed feelings: ’I wasn’t
sad leaving England, I was sad
leaving my son.’ Terry is pragmatic,
‘But we’d have seen less of them in
England than we see of them now.
We’ve got one lot living in Leicester
and one lot living in Worcester.’
They might have physically arrived
in Spain, but the process of moving
had only just begun.
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At last, out in Spain, the real
process of adjusting to a new life in
a new country begins. As you might
expect when so many arrangements
are involved, not everything goes
smoothly.

Our couples were at varying stages
of settling in to their properties. In
some cases there was very little to

From a house
to a home
do. Terry and Enza and Derek and
Kath had originally bought their
properties as holiday homes. For
our other two couples, a lengthy
period of seeking out furniture and
equipping their new home was about
to begin.
For Barbara and Anona, leaving
their old possessions behind and
starting afresh was something
of an adventure. However, it did
mean a period of time without all
the comforts they were used to,
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as Barbara points out: ‘It took a
while, we started with two chairs
and an upside down box. It was
an adventure. We felt like
pioneers. There were no street
lights. Nothing.’
Tony and Nuala had brought
a lot more with them, their
own car was packed and they
had used a removal van.
However, they still needed lots
of furniture for their new property.
‘We had, I can’t remember how
many boxes of household stuff. We
had a microwave, computer even an
orthopaedic bed. But we didn’t bring
any other furniture.’
Tony explains, ‘We just thought that
the furniture we had was not really
appropriate for a Spanish house.
So, bearing in mind that we were
getting 1.50, 1.60 to the pound, we
were better to come over here and
buy Spanish furniture.’

It wasn’t just furniture that Tony
had a mind to buy when he moved
to Spain. Nuala knew him too well,
‘I had a bet going in my head about
whether the first thing he would
want to buy would be a motor bike
or a television. In the end it was the
television because it was the grand
prix season. I don’t know what the
people thought who came to deliver
it. It was a big TV but we had no
furniture. We had a couple of chairs
from outside, brought these in
and watched the grand prix sat on
them.’
Nuala and Tony’s furniture came as
part of the purchase deal. They had
a specific furniture shop they had to
buy from and were given so much
money towards white goods and
other furnishings. The furniture was
not always delivered as speedily as
they would have liked. Nuala makes
some suggestions why: ‘they were
used to people coming out, ordering
their furniture and then going back
to the UK. These people didn’t need
their furniture immediately. Whereas
we were here and wanted it now.’
Bit by bit, their furniture started to
arrive but even then it wasn’t all
plain sailing. The first coffee table
the shop brought was marked and
had to go back. On reflection, they
felt it would have been better to
have had the money and bought
from where they wanted when they
saw something.
However, the settling in process
wasn’t all dissatisfaction. Tony and
Nuala liked the furniture when it
arrived and were impressed by some
of the people who helped them.
It seemed as though everyone and
their mother was working on their
property at one point. Hanging
curtains, installing lights, working
practices weren’t always what they
had been used to.

‘The lady hanging the curtains
spent most of her time balancing
on one leg whilst she was doing it.
When they were fitting the lights
they came equipped with their
own music too.’ It was definitely
a very busy time with plenty of
new experiences. Tony reflects:
‘Generally, the people who helped
us were a flexible bunch who
were keen to please. Most of our
experiences were positive. It was
just waiting for the furniture that
got us down a bit.’
Tony enjoyed the experience of
haggling to ensure the best bargains
went into their new home. It was
a challenge,‘The place where we
bought the lights, we were told to
ask for a discount. It was 10% off or
a free fitting. We got both but only
after I asked him to speak to his
manager. He disappeared and came
back with some wine and gave us
that as well.’
Transport
When Barbara and Anona first
arrived there wasn’t even a bus
route connecting them with the
outside world: ‘A lot of people were
saying you’re a bit cut off here if you
don’t have a car. But now they’ve
started the bus route. So things have
improved in that respect.’
Being able to get around is
something, perhaps, that not all
those moving abroad consider
seriously enough. A house in the
country can look good but for those
not wanting to drive it can mean a
real sense of isolation. For Barbara
and Anona, a car was essential,
‘We bought a car straight away, it’s
one of the first things we did and
we still have it. It didn’t take long
to get used to driving over here.’
Not for Barbara at least. Anona
was less keen, ‘I hate it. I only do
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it when I have to. It’s manic here.
Roundabouts! I don’t enjoy it any
more so it’s a bit pointless really.’
Derek and Kath can see a change in
the level of restrictions there are
that perhaps British people have
taken advantage of in the past,
‘There are some people with English
cars who will carry on without them
being legal as long as they can get
away with it.’
Derek believes that things are
changing and the police’s power
has increased. Although they
bought a car they sold it after six
months. They did, however, change
their licences to make sure they
conformed. ‘I thought,’ explains
Derek, ‘If I am going to be here in
Spain, I might as well do the lot.
Everything we’ve got is español.
There’s enough hassle here without

22 Settling in - From a house to a home

encouraging any additional hassle.’
Enza and Terry bought a car as soon
as they moved out to Spain. They
acknowledge that the driving is
not always up to scratch here, but
neither is it in the UK. ‘Everyone is
in so much of a hurry. They might
use their indicators in the UK but
they still cut you up. They think
because they have the indicators on
that they have the right to do that.’
Terry complains about the
congestion in the UK: ‘The
motorways in England are like car
parks. Especially where we are,
where the M5 meets the M6. It
is very congested. Sometimes it
doesn’t move at all.’
Making the physical adjustments of
furnishing and transport were down
to the decisions of our couples. Not
everything was in as much of their
control.

You can choose your property but
you can’t choose your neighbours.
When so many nationalities might be
over the garden fence how did our
couples start to settle into the local
community?

Neighbours featured firmly in Tony
and Nuala’s plans from a very early
stage. They had been intending

Meeting
the neighbours
not to move into their new home
immediately. Instead they wanted to
stop in Nuala’s brother’s apartment:
‘Our house was totally empty,
nothing in it. We spent two weeks in
John’s apartment. Our intention was
to stay there until everything was
sorted.’
However, events took over. A
neighbour’s husband had to return to
the UK and she was left on her own
in a property close to their new

house. Feeling isolated on an estate
with few permanent residents,
Nuala and Tony decided they could
help her out. Nuala explains,
‘She was going to be on her
own and she was a bit anxious
about it. At this stage there
weren’t people in the other
houses and some of them were
owned by holiday makers. I said
to Tony, ‘we don’t need
to wait until everything’s
there’.’
They moved in on the 14th March, in
time for St. Patrick’s day. Making
friends with their neighbour meant
that Tony and Nuala were quickly
introduced to other people too.
Several were in similar situations as
Nuala explains: ‘There were a few
other couples moving in at the
same time. We exchanged ideas all
the time and bumped into them
at Carrefour nearly every day.’
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Community of owners
A concept that was rather new to
some of our couples was that of the
‘community of owners’. This is an
organisation that usually exists on
an urbanisation. The community of
owners is responsible for overseeing
shared areas such as the swimming
pool, staircases and communal land.
There are a number of regulations
in Spain that govern how they must
operate, for example, they must
have a chair and an administrator.
Some function extremely well; fees
are collected regularly and good
decisions are taken in the common
interest. In other cases they can
be vulnerable to petty squabbles and
dominant individuals. Either way,
whether yours is a good one seems
to be largely down to luck.
Instead of relying on luck, Anona
and Barbara decided to get involved
themselves. Their community is
quite small, consisting of 52 houses
and both of them have held roles as
either president or vice-president.
‘It works quite well. We’ve only got
about five or six house where there
is permanent residence,’ explains
Barbara. ‘We’ve been lucky. We
hear horror stories about other
communities. Our Administrators
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were recommended by the builders
and they are very good.’
Several residents all moved in
in short succession and positive
relationships were there from the
start. ‘We were the second lot to
arrive,’ explains Anona, ‘and then
three or four lots came in after
us. We became quite a close group
because we were all in the same
boat. We were always helping each
other out. You know, if you go to
the town hall they’ll tell you this or
whatever. Passing on information.
We were quite lucky in that respect
I think.’
Some of the difficulties experienced
in the other communities seem to
have been avoided by Anona and
Barbara, ‘We’re fortunate that most
people pay up,’ says Anona: ‘It can
cause a lot of friction if not.’ They
had also used Ábaco to help with any
queries, ‘If we had any questions
about community law we came
and asked Jessica. She was really
helpful. A lot of the time it was
just something that we needed to
clarify.’
If our couples thought that getting
to know the neighbours was an
experience, it was nothing in
comparison to trying to manoeuvre
themselves through the paperwork.

Paperwork can be an issue in
whichever country you’re in. However,
Spain seems to have accumulated a
poor reputation for bureaucracy and
making it difficult for its residents to
comply. How did our couples rise to
the challenge?

Resident foreigners living in Spain
can find it difficult to know what
they should do to be legally resident

Paperwork
here. Different arrangements
according to different town halls and
in different regions, make it hard
sometimes to work out exactly what
is required.
It has been suggested that expat
residents don’t bother to comply and
would prefer to be ‘below the
radar’. There is no doubt that this is
true in some cases. However, all our
couples anticipated from the
beginning that they would be legal

in Spain and legitimately over here.
In spite of this, there are some
anomalies as you will read.
Getting the right paperwork
was a challenge in some
respects for Barbara and Anona:
‘The frustration has been with
the town hall. It’s much
improved now but then it was
very hard to register as a
resident. The police came
round to your house and checked
your passport. Paperwork is not good
here I think.’
Like the rest of our couples, Barbara
and Anona sought help. In this case
from Ábaco: ‘Ábaco dealt with a lot
of things for us. They took us for
residencias, did our wills, tax and so
on.’ Now, they go to the town hall
themselves although they don’t
relish the experience, ‘We go there
to renew paperwork,’ explains
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Barbara: ‘We go there if we want to
know anything about buildings that
are being planned such as the
shopping centre.’
For Terry and Enza, an already
established group of friends meant
they had accessible help from the
day they moved in. They still chose
to do some of it for themselves and
found they were pleasantly
surprised. ‘It wasn’t as bad as I
thought it would be,’ explains Terry:
‘The worst part was hanging about in
queues. We did the padron ourselves
but we needed help with the
residencia. When we did the padron
you had to get there at 7.00 am in
the morning to get a ticket. I don’t
think it’s like that now.’
As you might expect there were a
number of variations in the process
according to year and town hall. Our
couples are all registered either in
Torrevieja or Orihuela Costa. Their
experiences were vastly different.
Lack of consistency does seem to be
responsible for some of the
confusion that exists within the
foreign resident community.
There are other reasons that
paperwork and bureaucracy in Spain
cause problems as Enza explains:
‘People don’t want to listen, they
ask you for advice and then do what
they want. It’s what people have
been used to, that’s the problem. I
lived 40 years in England so I’m more
English than Italian but I’m used to it
the Italian way. When I was living in
Italy it was like here. There’s a lot of
paperwork in Italy, like in Spain.’
Perhaps the couple who found the
paperwork the most daunting were
Derek and Kath. Both were used to
clear, regimented systems, and
found the confusion of advice
difficult to deal with. ‘The
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bureaucracy was incredible,’ Derek
reflects. ‘Nobody seems to know
what you really need. Then you have
to come again another day. I
couldn’t get my head round it.’
He does concede that foreigners
themselves can also be at fault, ‘We
think one of the biggest problems is
we [The British] go into bars and talk
to British people instead of going to
professionals and listening to them.’
Rather overwhelmed by the whole
process Derek and Kath chose
professional help to get them
through the paperwork.
Interestingly, it wasn’t only Spanish
bureaucracy they struggled with. A
salutary reminder that all countries
can have their ‘blips’.
‘One instance was when Kath
became 60,’ Derek explains. ‘Then
we could go onto the Spanish
national health scheme. She got the
forms through from England. On the
first form I wasn’t on as a dependent
so I phoned them up and they said
there was a mistake. When they sent
it back again they’d got my date of
birth wrong. I was only a day old
according to the form! So I thought,
it’s no different anywhere else.’
In fact, there were times when
Derek was actually impressed with
Spanish bureaucracy: ‘My confidence
was restored in the Spanish system.
Eventually we got all the forms and
handed them over in Orihuela. That
was quite painless. Bang, bang, bang
– they gave Kath the form back. We
went over to the salud and handed
them in there and the girls just
handed us two temporary SIP cards
and I said, ‘is that it?’ It restored my
faith. Then again in another month
it could be different again.’
Derek has little patience and is
conscious that this can be a barrier

for him when trying to get through
paperwork hurdles: ‘I find it difficult
when it comes to administration, I
find it hard to understand that I’m
not the only one being seen to. I’m
short on patience really. Please give
me more patience!’ He feels that
being in the forces and having things
done for him has made it even
worse: ‘I’ve had so much done for
me, such as my tax returns with
being ex forces that I can’t
understand what the problem is.’
Derek has struggled with the system
and in particular, what he sees as
corruption. ‘You’ve just come from
England and you don’t know how it
works so you say, ‘OK’. I know
someone who has just sold and he
has a bill from the tax man for
5,000 euros. It’s because of the
under valued houses. His fiscal can’t
explain it but it’s the same fiscal
that sold him the house.’
What Derek is referring to here is
‘complementary tax’. Where houses
have been bought cheaply, in some
cases the amount declared will be
questioned later by the Tax Authority

whose own valuation might not
agree. In these cases additional tax
may need to be paid.
Tony and Nuala had placed all their
trust in one company during the
purchasing process. This included
representing them legally, getting
their NIE and helping with the
paperwork for the residencia.
Unfortunately, some of this reliance
on the one company created
problems for them later. Initially
they had been very dependent on
others. Nuala explains how this
changed over time, ‘We did more on
our own as we became more
confident in our ability to
communicate.’
This growing independence was a
key characteristic for all our
couples. As you would expect; time,
experience and improvement in
speaking Spanish meant that they
felt more able to approach
authorities on their own. The ability
to communicate is a key feature in
enabling our couples to feel more
confident.
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It can be easy when you are
determined to move to another
country to underestimate the
amount of money you will need.
We were interested to find out how
prepared our couples were and how
expensive they found living in Spain
to be.

With the kind of precision we have
come to expect from them, Derek
and Kath were well-prepared

Managing
finances
financially and perhaps over
estimated how much they would
need. ‘I made sure that if the pound
went equal to the euro I could cope.
I thought it can’t get worse than
that. On that we can still manage
and still have a nice lifestyle. The
first thing we did was to look at the
finances and make sure. We didn’t
want to cut all the ties with England
and then find we couldn’t afford to
be here.’
Derek recognises that their prudency
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isn’t matched by all their fellow
expats: ‘We’ve got through it but I
know a lot of people who haven’t
managed and have gone back
to England. A lot of them didn’t
really plan for recession. They
thought they could get this,
that and the other on five
pounds a week.’
Some of the difficulties they
witnessed weren’t helped
by the expectations people had of
their lifestyle over here. Complaints
about a rising cost of living weren’t
confined to resident friends. ‘We
used to look after a couple of pools
for friends. He only looks after one
now because one has sold up,’ Kath
says, ‘Every time they came out
they’d complain about the cost of
Spain. But they’d eat out all the
time.
Eating habits are different. We go to
the market on a Sunday morning and

we probably spend 10 euros on fruit
and veg, bananas, apples and pears.
They’ll say ‘we’ll go to the Chinese
now it’s only cheap’ but that’s
another 20 euros gone.’
Difficulties with finances have led
to some returning to the UK. Enza
talks about a couple they know,
‘I think they’re doing it [going
back] for the wrong reasons. He’s
registered disabled and I think
they think they’ll get more help in
England. They can get a new car
every three years. They’ll get a flat
or a bungalow – something like that.

Then they can help their children
with money from the sale of the
house. I think a lot of people are
going back because they think they
will be better off in England. The
English say everything in England is
free, but it isn’t.’
For most of our couples inability to
speak Spanish contributed to the
difficulties with paperwork. In time,
as they became more confident,
they were able to take more control.
The road to fluency in Spanish has
not been easy for them, and in some
cases, is proving to be a dead end.
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British people do not have a
good reputation when it comes
to language learning. Living in
another country provides the best
opportunity. However, our resident
couples did not find learning Spanish
quite as straightforward as perhaps
they had anticipated.

It was reassuring to discover that all
our couples had made a significant
effort to learn to speak Spanish.

Communication
Perhaps contradicting the image of
the lazy British language learner,
they do recognise the value in
speaking the language and being
able to communicate with Spanish
people. This realisation has not
made the process any easier.
In at least two cases, their efforts to
learn Spanish had begun before they
moved to Spain. Derek and Kath
started their Spanish lessons straight
away. ‘I bought a tape,’ explains
Kath, ‘I used to play it on the way to
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work. I don’t think it did any good at
all. I’d forgotten it by the time I got
to work.’
Tony and Nuala had more luck.
They started Spanish classes in
the UK when they came back
from their inspection trip.
It came as a bit of a surprise
to Tony who ended up
going to the first one on his
own and found he had difficulty
understanding the teacher’s English.
‘It was just she spoke English with
a very strong Spanish accent, it was
OK once you got your ears tuned in.’
The couple did end up going
regularly and felt they benefited
not only from learning the language
but also learning about Spain itself.
It helped them feel more prepared.
Nuala says, ‘We don’t have a
massive vocabulary but at least we
have some phrases.’

These basic phrases mean that
they do not have to call on a
translator for most communication.
‘I manage at the doctor’s without
an interpreter,’ says Nuala. ‘We
managed at the hospital, partly
because the surgeon I saw speaks
Spanish, German and English with a
Canadian accent. If I’m just going
for a routine appointment we speak
Spanish but when we were talking
about the operation he asked me if
I preferred to speak in English and I
said I did.’

we couldn’t absorb any more. We
decided to give it a rest and practise
what we’ve learnt.

In spite of having this basic
grounding, Nuala is disappointed
their Spanish isn’t better: ‘‘My
expectation was that six years on
we would be able to hold a really
intense conversation. I tell my
Spanish teacher sometimes, ‘I can’t
remember the word in English so
how do I hope to remember the
Spanish word?’’

They tried using different media,
such as CDs and enrolled in other
classes, with mixed levels of
success. ‘It was conversation,’
explains Anona, ‘but there were
about six people all at different
levels. It just didn’t work.’

Derek and Kath have also found
a level of Spanish speaking that
helps them get by but could not be
described as fluent. ‘We can hold a
conversation in the gym,’ explains
Derek. ‘When we go on the holiday
trips it’s easier for us to go into a
restaurant or into a bar or café. We
can indicate what we want and they
appreciate it. You always find that
most can speak a little bit of English
and can help you.’
Derek feels that failure to integrate
is a major reason why people
return to the UK: ‘They don’t really
speak the language. Take them
out of their English environment and
they feel threatened.’
All our couples were keen to learn
conversational Spanish and in some
cases found that an emphasis on
grammar was getting in the way. ‘We
had a professional lady but it was
getting a bit too intense,’ Barbara
explains: ‘It got to the point where

‘I can still ask a few questions
but I don’t always understand the
answers because it’s too rapid.’
Anona agrees, ‘It would have been
better from our point of view if
there had been more conversation in
our lessons. Our tutor was very keen
on the grammar. You had to learn
and use all the tenses and we got
homework.’

Derek and Kath felt similarly
hampered by an emphasis on
grammar: ‘We used to have private
lessons, she was a Norwegian lady
married to a Spaniard. We used to go
to her house. We went through the
past tense, the future, the preterite
yet we still couldn’t speak fluent
Spanish. Now we go to a chap in
Benijofar. He is an accountant by
trade but teaches it in a much more
informal way.’
Terry and Enza left their attempts
at learning Spanish until a little bit
later. ‘We had a lesson each week,’
explains Terry. ‘I thought it probably
wasn’t enough. What you need to do
is practise it as well.’ Enza agrees,
‘The thing is our friends had been
going for three or four years to the
classes and they could hardly speak
any Spanish. They went to classes
and then went home and put the
book in the drawer and perhaps the
night before the class they would do
a bit of homework.’
However, Enza and her friend did
find one solution; ‘We’d sometimes
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say ‘shall we talk Spanish today?’
and we’d do it ourselves. At least for
a couple of hours. After two years
we had Spanish neighbours and we
were friendly with them. We had to
speak Spanish.’

language came out strongly in all
the interviews. Tony and Nuala
had made a real effort to make
this happen and had tried hard to
make friends within the Spanish
community.

Enza and Terry recognise that, just
like English, where you are from
in Spain can make a big difference
to your pronunciation. Terry had
less of a problem understanding
their friends from Madrid: ‘They’re
difficult to understand when they’re
from Torrevieja.’ Enza agrees, ‘They
shorten their words.’

Tony had made links in the
community of owners and with
the Guardia Civil and Nuala was
developing relationships and
practising her Spanish by joining the
Spanish lace makers. However, lack
of fluency caused problems. ‘I can’t
listen to what they’re saying and do
the lace,’ Nuala explains. ‘The ladies
talk ten to the dozen. I thought it
would help my Spanish but it hasn’t
really. They are very friendly and
they will talk but they talk so fast.
I once tried to have a telephone
conversation with one lady which
was a nightmare. You can’t pick up
the gestures.’

Enza and Terry are not prepared to
use age as an excuse for difficulties
with language learning. ‘Age is a
bit of a cop-out really,’ says Terry.
Their expectations were already
influenced by Enza’s past experience
of language learning.
Born in Italy she went to England
at the age of 18. ‘I watched English
television. I took some Italian books
with me but when I’d finished them
I got English books and newspapers. I
had to go to the corner shop because
there wasn’t a big supermarket.
When you go in the shop you have to
ask for things. A lot of the English,
they criticise the immigrants in
England but they do exactly the
same thing in Spain.’
Terry sees lack of integration as a
problem: ‘There are some who
don’t want to integrate. They’re just
here for the sun. They complain
but they’re in someone else’s
country. No one asked them to
come. Enza helps in the hospital
with people who’ve got cancer.
There’s a lot of English saying they’ll
stay for 10 years and then they’ll go
back.’
The importance of having the
opportunity to practise the
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It’s not just the language that is
different. Through Tony and Nuala’s
attempts to integrate more they
have encountered differences in
culture that have made it difficult
to fit in. For example when it
comes to mealtimes. ‘Eating is a
very social occasion,’ Nuala points
out. ‘We discovered that the first
year we were here. We’d joined a
Spanish motorbike club. We went
all over with them but it got a bit
expensive in the end. In Britain we’d
go camping on the cheap. Every
time we went it seemed to cost us
thousands of euros.’
Even though there were many
hurdles for them, what is
characteristic of our couples is that
they do continue to try. Having
the time due to retirement might
have added to their determination.
They are all evidence that learning
another language is not easy even
when you live in the country where
it’s spoken.

Although our couples had been quite
logical and level-headed about those
they left behind, the pull to keep
in contact was still there. How do
they manage their communications
and keep in touch with those they’re
closest to?

Over the past decade the methods
of communicating have increased
rapidly. Pensioners in Spain have

Anona and Barbara are divided in
their opinions about the value of
email. Barbara uses it but Anona has
decided to remain computer
illiterate. Even though Barbara
is more open to the benefits of
the internet she has mixed
feelings: ‘I have skype but
don’t use it,’ she explains. ‘I
don’t bother with Facebook
either. When I use the internet
it’s more for practical purposes
such as searching holidays or
information. Just basic stuff
really.’

Keeping in touch
with the people
back home
perhaps more incentive to use
different devices and software than
those remaining close to family.
However, the pattern of use is
patchy. For example, Enza still
prefers making phone calls: ‘I like to
hear people’s voices.’ However,
Terry recognises the benefits of
using emails for friends and wider
family.

Tony and Nuala have the internet
and use emails but they don’t use
Facebook. ‘I used Facebook for a
while,’ Nuala says. ‘We have
pictures sent to us so I haven’t
stopped it altogether. I perhaps go
into facebook once every six weeks.
We do use Skype a lot.’
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Moving countries has instigated some
change of habit. Tony didn’t have
anything to do with computers until
they came to Spain. He explains that
this change of heart was under
Nuala’s influence: ‘She taught me.
Now, I get up very early in the
morning and spend hours getting
information out to the community
and getting in touch with the police
and that kind of thing. Facebook, I
don’t want to know. [turning to
Nuala] I don’t even know your
password, do I?’
Use amongst our couples seems to
be very much matched to need.
Technology is not an end in itself but
used to maintain very specific
functions that they see to be of
benefit.
Was the relatively low level use of IT
made up for by frequent face-toface contact?
Receiving visitors
You have a home in the sun in an
area that people enjoy for their
holidays. Beaches are close by and
all year round the weather is warmer
and more clement than in the UK. It
would be surprising if relatives and
friends didn’t show at least some
interest in coming out to see just
what these expats were up to.
Certainly in the early days there
were plenty of visitors. Most of
Nuala and Tony’s friends came over
to Spain. Nuala and Tony did their
fair share of visiting too with return
trips to the UK five times in the first
year. ‘We had some elderly
relatives,’ explains Nuala. ‘They
were 80 and 88 so they weren’t in a
position to visit us.’
Enza and Terry felt a little besieged
by visitors. Terry describes, ‘In the
beginning I think everyone wants to
come. But then it slows down and
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they don’t want to come. We still
have some people who come twice a
year.’ For some of Enza and Terry’s
visitors, circumstances have changed
leaving them unable to come as
frequently as before. ‘The younger
ones, things happen. They get
divorced, they’ve got kids and it’s a
bit hard.’
When visitors do come there can be
difficulties for those who live here.
Our couples had made concerted
efforts to find a pattern of living
distinct from holiday mode. Having
visitors who are on vacation can
confuse new routines.
Enza points out that it is important
to lay down the rules at an early
stage: ‘When our friends come we
still do things together but I’ll say to
them, ‘you’re on holiday you can go
anywhere’. This is the key, I like to
say things up front. Then if you do
offer to take them somewhere
they’re ‘Oh yes!’ because they’re
expecting nothing they’re pleased.
You have to make it clear. We say,
‘you can come but you’re on holiday.
If you want to go out everyday for a
meal you do, but we can’t come
with you.’’
The issue of dining out when there
are visitors is one that Barbara and
Anona have had to face too. ‘It can
work out pretty expensive at times.
We have tried to find somewhere
else for them to stay if it’s for more
than a few days. It is nice to see
people but we don’t get that many
visits. One of my sons is coming over
in May with his partner and they’re
going to be staying a few doors
away, which is brilliant.’
Although Barbara and Anona have
found ways of ensuring the visits
don’t change their lifestyle too
much they see plenty of examples
where this isn’t the case. Barbara
describes; ‘I don’t know how some

people manage with families. People
staying around them all day for
about a fortnight. It must be
horrendous and hard work. You’re
thinking all the time, ‘where can we
go and are they all right? Have we
got enough in?’’
Perhaps it is the issue of what the
guests do when they are here that
matters most. Our couples were
most comfortable when their visitors
knew the routine and were able to
get on with holidaying by
themselves. Enza and Terry’s visitors
know exactly what’s on offer when
they come to visit and they fit in
accordingly.
Visitors are not always looking for
the high life in Spain. Sometimes
they are seeking peace and quiet
too. Some married friends of Enza
and Terry, are quite happy to sit in
the garden during their stay. Enza’s
son and girlfriend fit in well when
they visit too. ‘My son goes on the
solarium with his girlfriend. They
just want to relax. All you hear are
the footsteps up and down and the
plates. They relax.’
Perhaps hosts worry too much. For
those coming from a colder climate
who are working in stressful jobs,
relaxing in the sun can be all they
need.
Trips to the UK
Nuala and Tony might have made
frequent return visits during their
first year in Spain, but this wasn’t
everyone’s choice. Derek and Kath
were not too keen to return to the
UK at all. ‘They can come out and
see us if they want to,’ explains
Derek. ‘We’ve got the weather and
the restaurants. It costs me twice as
much to go back to England. It’s £60
now for a pub meal.’
When they do go back, they make

sure that they get the most from
their trip and fill the car with fruit.
The increasing cost of flights and the
restrictions on hold and cabin
luggage means that they now tend
to drive back rather than fly.
They feel that this has contributed
to the number of people returning to
the UK. ‘Transport is so expensive
now,’ says Kath, ‘especially for
people with pensions. They can’t
afford to go back as often to see
their families. One of the couple
misses them and that causes small
problems in the relationship.’
Terry and Enza do return on
occasions to the UK and try to get
themselves around. ‘When we go
back now,’ says Enza, ‘we stay with
our son who is in Worcester. We rent
a car to go and see friends in the
midlands and the other one is in
Leicester.’
Over the years their feelings on their
return trips have changed. ‘The first
few times I went back I was in no
hurry to get back here,’ says Terry.
‘But then the living arrangements
when you’re over are not ideal so
you can’t stop there for too long and
now I’m happy to come back.’
Missing family
As mentioned by Derek and Kath,
the cost of flights has perhaps made
it more difficult for family to come
out. A situation that has
compounded difficulties for those
already missing them.
The pragmatism that we found in
our couples when it came to
migrating continues through their
comments about the impact of
separation.
Our couples all demonstrated a
resignation and acceptance of the
issues around missing their family.
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Right from the outset of their
adventure they had recognised what
they were giving up and accepted it.
In some cases, they were also helped
by their personal circumstances and
background.
For example, Nuala and Tony do not
have children so missing children
and grandchildren was never going
to be an issue for them. Nuala has
always been close to her nieces and
nephews, but having been living on
her own for fifteen years, the move
to Spain was not too problematic
from that point of view.
Tony is cynical when it comes to the
pull of the grandchildren: ‘We have
heard a lot of people going back
saying they miss the grandkids.
When you go back there in two,
three, four, ten years time they’ll be
off themselves. I get a bit frustrated
with it, if you’re going back for
whatever reason don’t say you’re
going back for the grandkids,
because the grandkids won’t be
there!’
Enza and Terry are not yet
grandparents but Terry does express
some sympathy with those who are:
‘I understand why some people
miss their grandchildren but some
people overdo it I think.’ Enza
does not think she is likely to be a
grandmother anytime soon: ‘I
think they [their sons] have made it
clear that they don’t want
children.’
The idea that you have ‘quality’
time with your relatives when you
do see them, is a popular one with
expats and with some of our
couples. Although Nuala doesn’t
have grandchildren, she has
discussed the issue with her sisterin-law who also lives in Spain:
‘She reckons she spends more
quality time with her grandchildren
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now because they all get into
holiday mode and go to the beach
and do things when they’re here.
When they go back to Northern
Ireland at Christmas the kids are off
seeing someone else. Whereas when
they come here they’ll say, ‘can we
play cards?’ ‘can we go to the
beach? Their grandson will be 20 this
year and him and his girlfriend come
out to have holidays. If they were in
Northern Ireland they would always
be on their way somewhere else.’
For Anona and Barbara the situation
was slightly different. Although both
have children, neither have
grandchildren. ‘It’s quite strange
really,’ explains Barbara, ‘we both
have two sons of similar ages with
no children.’ They recognise that
wherever you live nothing can stay
the same and people move on. ‘It
just feels like home now,’ adds
Anona. ‘We left friends but you lose
contact and you make new friends.’
Barbara feels she is a bit harsh when
she says, ‘It’s only a two hour flight
away. They say, ‘I’ll miss them
growing up’. You can stay and watch
them grow up but don’t let it put
you off coming out. Those people
who move back to be near, those
children might move away anyway.’
Kath and Derek have children and
grandchildren but their previous
work and pattern of moving around
the UK has meant that they do not
have the same need for frequent
visits as perhaps some of their
friends.
Kath feels that they probably would
not have seen that much more of
their families if they had stayed in
the UK. ‘Because they [children]
lived in Plymouth and we lived in
Exeter and Exmouth and were shift
workers, they couldn’t rely on us for
looking after the children or
babysitting. That made it easier then

for us to come out here. They never
relied on us.’
Kath points out, ‘We’ve got friends
who are tied to their grandchildren.
They do everything for them. You
have to live your life. I’ve got my
children and they have to live their
lives with their children. I’m part of
it.’
Derek makes similar comments, ‘We
do know people who would say ‘I
couldn’t do that, I wouldn’t see my
grandson,’ and I’ll say to them,
when you’re 75 and he’s 19, will you
see him then? They’re growing up
and they’ve got to get on with their
own lives. We stress the kids out.
Putting expectations on them so
they think they’ve let you down.’
They put some of their ‘tough love’
approach down to their own
upbringing and subsequent
experiences. ‘I left home at
seventeen,’ says Kath, ‘Derek joined
the marines at 19, We’ve always
been independent people. My mum
and dad were in Yorkshire and I was
in Kent. So I’ve never had to rely on
my parents and so that’s why I think
my children are independent of me.’
Their nomadic life style continued
throughout most of their working
lives. ‘We’ve had no roots and we’ve
always moved around,’ Kath
explains. ‘I think the children are
more independent. Every time we
moved they moved.’ Derek adds, ‘I
was there at odd times and Kath was
on her own.’
Although Derek and Kath emphasise
the need to get on with it and be
realistic about levels of contact,
they do admit to finding separation
difficult. There is also an element of
relief that the grandchildren are still
close to them emotionally,
irrespective of the distance. ‘When

we stay at my daughters, as soon as
my grandson walks in the room he’s
sitting on her [Kath’s] knee. And he’s
16. And the granddaughter is exactly
the same. We’ve not lost that
connection.’
During discussion they reflect fondly
on the school summer holidays when
their grand children stayed with
them. ‘They used to drive me
bonkers,’ Derek begins and then
changes his tone:
‘No, it was very good, I enjoyed it.
The grandchildren are a different
animal when they are with us. We
were sat on the roof patio, Kath and
I and the two grandchildren, and I’d
got the barbecue going. And I’d got
fish on it. They all had a go at
cooking and had a little bit of this
and a little bit of that. Then next
time we had pork chops. After the
six weeks were up mum and dad
came out. We went to a restaurant
and his mum said, ‘he doesn’t like
fish, he doesn’t eat pork chops’. I
said, ‘he does now!’’
It wasn’t just in relation to their
eating that habits changed during a
stay with grandma and granddad.
Derek wasn’t too impressed with the
way that his grandchildren organised
their bedrooms:
‘They were leaving their washing on
the floor and Kath says, ‘where is
your washing?’ and they said, ‘on the
floor’ and she said, ‘well it’ll stay
there until you put it in the washing
bag’. By the end of the six weeks
they were making their own beds
and everything. When their mum
and dad arrived they said, ‘what
have you done to them?’ As soon as
mum and dad have them they’re
back to normal. They’ll remember it
all when we’ve gone though. They’ll
say to their mates, ‘when I was in
Spain and with my granddad…’
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No matter what your age, health
care is an important consideration
if you change countries. When you
are around retirement age it is even
more crucial that you have plans in
place. What arrangements had our
couples made?

The issue of health care is always a
sensitive one, no matter where you
might live. In Spain, what people

Health care
are and are not entitled to is an
area of confusion. There can be real
misunderstanding about the way the
health system works, complicated
further by problems with language.
However, during the interviews our
couples were very positive overall
about their encounters with the
Spanish health service. As you
might expect, each couple had had
different experiences of using it. Not
everyone had complete access to
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it and some of the issues this raises
remain a concern for many expats.
Derek and Kath needed to
make their own arrangements
as they came out to Spain as
early retirees. On the whole,
they were pleased with the
health care they received.
Kath’s background as a nurse
gave her added insight into her
care. ‘I had a hysterectomy
at San Jaime Hospital,’ she
explains. ‘The after care at the
hospital was far superior. My friends
who had the same operation in
England were dragged out of bed
the next day. I was in for a week and
they were in for three or four days.’
However, this very positive
experience was tainted slightly by
Kath’s experience of her GP and
even though they are now entitled
to state health care as pensioners,
they want to keep their options

open. ‘The day there is something
really wrong with us we’ll get in the
car and go private,’ says Derek.
Derek and Kath were the only couple
to mention making a will. Derek
was particularly worried about what
might happen to Kath if he died;
‘I like to keep control of things.
I’d hate to leave her with a bag of
worries. We’ve got Spanish wills. We
did one at the post office but I’ve
heard since that this isn’t a good
way of doing one.’
Nuala was 58 when they moved out
to Spain; ‘Initially we continued
with medical things in the UK. Not
long before I came out I’d been
diagnosed as being diabetic. I didn’t
join the Spanish health service until
I was 60.’
Both Tony and Nuala are very
complimentary about the treatment
they’ve received in Spain. Tony goes
as far as to describe it as ‘brilliant’.
‘Everyone we know who has had
contact with the health service has
spoken very well of it,’ explains
Tony. ‘We have friends who are much
older than us. One friend is in his
eighties and terminally ill. They’ve
been very impressed with the care.’
Nuala has relatively frequent
opportunity to form an opinion; ‘I
have diabetes and every six months I
have to have blood tests done.’ She
is impressed with the efficiency of
the system and the speed of making
appointments; ‘Every time you leave
the hospital they give you the next
appointment.’
There have been a few surprises in
store for Nuala; ‘I went to see the
eye specialist and he told me I had
glaucoma. What had been a routine
inspection turned into something
different. He didn’t have the
specialist equipment so he referred
me to the hospital and gave me the

appointment there and then.’
Although both Nuala and Tony
have thought about private health
insurance, as yet they haven’t taken
that option. Instead Tony has used
his EHIC card in the past, ‘Apart
from the odd accident I’ve not had
much. I cut the top of my finger off.
We went to the centro de salud. I
didn’t want to go to the hospital. In
the end we went to the farmacia.’
They are both impressed with the
service that the farmacia provides,
and believe that not everyone is
aware of what is available from
the health services here. People
aren’t necessarily informed. ‘It’s
getting the information out to the
vast majority of people,’ explains
Tony, ‘I’ve worked with the policia
local, I’ve worked with the guardia,
I’ve worked with the town hall.
I get to know all this and I tell
my community about everything
that goes on but lots of presidents
don’t. A lot of people don’t get that
information.’
Nuala sees part of the problem
as being the difficulties in
communicating if something goes
wrong with your health. ‘Their fear
is if something happens. How do
we make ourselves understood? If
there’s something wrong with your
health and you can’t think of the
Spanish word.’
Anona’s story
The last word in this section,
however, needs to come from
Barbara and Anona. Anona hadn’t
been settled in Spain long before
she discovered that she had cancer.
For many people this might have
signified a move back to their home
country. However, this wasn’t the
case for Anona. She experienced
all her treatment in Spain and has
nothing but praise for the way she
was treated and cared for during
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that time. Fortunately she recovered
well.
‘The health situation here is
absolutely 10 out of 10,’ says Anona.
‘I can’t praise it enough. Everything
is done in a short space of time.’
Anona’s diagnosis came before
Torrevieja hospital was built but
certainly her experiences in 2006 at
different hospitals, gave her a great
deal of confidence in Spanish health
care.
At the time of the diagnosis Anona
couldn’t speak any Spanish at all,
‘I took a little dictionary around
with me. When it was something
important I took someone to help
me to translate. For example, when
I needed to speak to the consultant
she would come and translate for
me.’ She found her lack of Spanish
frustrating but still felt comfortable
and safe.
Anona’s positive experiences
of Spanish health care weren’t
just down to one hospital. She
had chemotherapy treatment in
Vega Baja and a body scan and
radiotherapy in San Juan. Since
then she has been transferred to
Torrevieja hospital for check ups:
‘It’s over five years I’ve been clear
but the consultant insisted on
keeping an eye on me for the next
five years.’ It’s not just the hospitals
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but the health centres too that
rate highly in Anona’s estimation:
‘There’s a medical centre at Cabo
Roig where they’re pretty good.
There’s a couple of Russian doctors
and they speak English very well.
There isn’t a problem there at all.’
During treatment in San Juan, Anona
decided to stay close to the hospital
instead of travelling backwards and
forwards:
‘The treatment was just ten minutes
a day. Barbara said she’d take me
every day but I knew I had to do it
on my own. I found a hotel and I
went in and said ‘look I’m going to
be here for five weeks’. She gave me
a very good deal.
I’d come home after treatment on
a Friday and I was allowed to have
one Guinness over the weekend.
One only. I had to stop smoking
and drinking all at the same time.
Initially it was quite hard but I’m
glad I did it that way I didn’t want
other people involved. It was
something I wanted to do on my
own.’
Since then, Anona and Barbara
have continued to make the most
of their time in Spain, being active
ambassadors for the Imserso Spanish
holiday programme and enjoying life
to the full.

Our couples are now well and truly
settled. As the first hurdles are a
distance behind them, what kind of a
life have they created and what are
the next steps in their adventure?

It’s one of the conversations you
might hear around the expat bars of
Spain. The individuals and couples

Their lives now

perhaps more opportunity for
self-indulging.
To begin with, if you live in a
coastal area you are
surrounded for many months of
the year by people who are on
holiday. There are restaurants
and bars in abundance and,
generally it is still cheaper to
eat and drink out here than
back in the UK.

who have come out here and live
their life as if they are on a
perpetual holiday. Some do slip into
a self-destructive lifestyle and the
reputation Spain has for a good diet
and healthy living, is not enjoyed by
all.

The warm weather means it can be
just too tempting to laze away the
time in your favourite bar,
particularly if you have not found
other ways of occupying yourself.
Fortunately all our couples have.

Forging your own routine and your
day-to-day life in Spain requires
some crafting. Although our couples
might have found similar
temptations in the UK, Spain offers

Anona and Barbara pride themselves
in living their lives much as they
would have done if they had stayed
in the UK. Barbara explains, ‘We
carry on normally as we would do at
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home but here we’re in the
sunshine. People say, ‘what do you
do all day?’ I tell them, it’s the same
as what they do but over here.’
Barbara and Anona don’t leave their
days to chance. ‘We have to do
something every day,’ Barbara
explains: ‘We have a project or
something. We might arrange to
meet someone or go to a particular
club. Twice a week you’re [Anona]
doing swimming. You can’t sit
around the house all day. Even if it’s
just going down to the post office
we do something.’
Enza and Terry are similar in that
they have replicated much of what
they would have done in the UK in
the pattern of their lives in Spain.
‘We get together with friends and
we go to one friend’s house and
perhaps go out for a meal once a
week. We go for walks. Are we
boring?’
Not everyone has followed in Enza
and Terry’s footsteps as Enza points
out; ‘We’ve got friends who were on
holiday for the first six months. They
were eating and drinking too much.
They had to put a stop to it. They
couldn’t carry on like that. We
didn’t go down that road. We knew
it was something to watch out for.
You can get involved with the
neighbours and they say, ‘pop in for
a drink’ and from one drink you go
to a bottle and especially if you’re
on a street where there are four or
five people with holiday homes.
They come over. They invite you for
a meal. You’ve got to find your
limit.’
For the first two or three months
Nuala felt it was very much like her
and Tony were on holiday. For Tony,
it felt like even longer and even now
he’s not convinced that they have
really established their pattern:
‘We’ve lived here six years next
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month and we do go through phases
where we go out a lot and I mean a
lot. My next door neighbour
sometimes says, ‘can you remember
the instructions for your cooker?’’
Nuala and Tony started settling in by
making friends with the neighbours.
They extended their contacts
through the motor bike club and
then Tony linked up with some old
school friends here. They found
themselves in the middle of three,
distinct, busy social circles. As Nuala
remarks, this causes its own
problems: ‘These friends tend not to
overlap. So maybe this group are
doing something on Tuesday and this
group are doing something on
Wednesday. It gets a bit frantic.
Sometimes I say to him, ‘can’t we
just have a night in? A night to
ourselves?’’
For Nuala and Tony, as with many
others, the move to Spain coincided
with retirement and so it is hard to
decide which led most to the change
in behaviour. Nuala says, ‘We might
go to a fiesta and then go back for a
drink, because we can. You’re not
having to get up for work. The
weather is nicer too so you can just
go and do things.’
Keeping busy
Being able to ‘go and do things’ is a
feature of the lifestyle here for Enza
and Terry too. ‘I like to be with
people,’ explains Enza, ‘People here
will say ‘hello’ to you. For example,
I go on the beach to do the exercises
and I end up chatting with people
who come from Madrid. There are
exercises for people Monday to
Friday every day on the beach. You
just join in. The gentleman who does
it is 79. He leads it and I asked him
if you have to pay but he said no.
Every two weeks I might give him
five euros. We were there in

November and he said when he’d
finished, ‘don’t go away’ and he put
a plastic sheet on the ground and
there were cakes, crisps, wine,
everything he brought. We had a
good time.’
Barbara and Anona have taken full
advantage of the opportunities there
are here. Imserso, the Spanish
holiday programme, is a scheme
which provides reduced-cost
holidays for resident pensioners in
Spain. Barbara and Anona signed up
to the programme during the early
days and have enjoyed several
holidays.
To date, they have been away with
Imserso four times including to the
Canaries and Mallorca. Now more
English people are aware of the
holidays and are registering. When
Anona and Barbara first started they
were the only English there:‘Second
time there still weren’t many,’
Barbara noted, ‘but last time it was
more noticeable – say eight or ten.
That’s quite a lot.’
In addition to taking part in Imserso
they enjoy taking short breaks; ‘We
like to go away for perhaps three or
four days. We’re going away next
week. We’ve been to Valencia and
Almeria to a spa hotel. There are
some reasonably priced
opportunities.’
As Barbara explains, they like to
explore: ‘Sometimes we go in a car,
sometimes on a coach. If we find a
bus, we’ll get on it. We’ll just go
somewhere and then find the local
bus station or information office and
take it from there. We’ll ask at the
hotel reception what’s going on
where.’
In the end, if the holiday is close to
where you live and you don’t like it
you can always go home. It was with
a little trepidation that they tried

Benidorm. ‘We went to Benidorm for
four days, we weren’t sure if that
was too long,’ says Anona. For
Barbara four days was long enough,
and in Salou at Christmas it was
definitely too much: ‘It was just too
long because the shops shut. We had
two or three trips but we ended up
walking round the same places every
day. It was too long, we know that
now. Generally though, short trips
are great. Everyone should do
them.’
Enza and Terry tend to go on holiday
to their native countries, Italy and
England. They both love travelling
but would like to see a bit more of
Spain. ‘We’ve had chance, we just
haven’t availed ourselves of it,’
Terry explains, ‘If we feel like going
somewhere we tend to go to England
I suppose.’
Neither of them are interested any
longer in beach holidays or exotic
destinations. Although they have in
the past. ‘When we were working
we put history and sunshine
together, like when we went to
Egypt,’ explains Enza. Now, Enza is
quite happy to enjoy her more
immediate surroundings, ‘I like to sit
on the beach and listen to the
Spanish. I like to listen to the
chatter and the arguments. In Italy
it was the same.’
Terry is quick to point out that the
raised voices aren’t always
arguments: ‘But most of the time
they’re not arguing. It must be
difficult for people who don’t
understand what they’re talking
about and might misunderstand it.’
Both Tony and Nuala enjoy trips out
on the motorbike. Living in a better
climate means they can avoid the
rain if they wish and now class
themselves as fair-weather bikers.
They have been caught out by the
weather on the odd occasion though.
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For example, when it ruined their
eating plans with spectacular effect.
Tony describes the eventful meal:
‘We planned a barbecue for some
friends who were leaving to go back
to the UK. It was April and it started
to rain. It was awful. We moved the
barbecue off the patio onto the roof.
The thing nearly went up in smoke.
We’d bought these ribs, must have
been from Mercadona and they are
nice but they’ve got a lot of fat in
them and the flames! The next time
that we had a barbecue planned and
it rained we just had it next day
instead.’
Integrating
British people are often accused of
failing to integrate with other
nationalities. Although some people
might be examples of insular British
people at their worst, this couldn’t
be said to apply to our couples. All
of them, in one form or another, had
made attempts to broaden their
social circle, with mixed success.
Derek and Kath try to stay away
from British populated bars and
restaurants. Derek explains why,
‘The British are the worst in the
world for complaining about people
having residential areas all of their
own and their own churches. What
do they do when they come to
Spain? I came here into a
cosmopolitan country. You’ve got to
be prepared to meet all kinds of
different people and try the
language.’ Derek feels it makes a big
difference, ‘I say I know a little bit
of Spanish. It makes life so much
easier.’
Choice of location is perhaps
particularly important. Where Derek
and Kath live they feel they are very
much part of a mixed community.
Their neighbours include Danish,
German, Bulgarian, Portuguese but
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also a lot of Spanish.
Gym membership has been one of
the most successful ways they have
occupied their time and managed to
integrate. More unusual is that they
also practise scuba diving. The scuba
diving was Kath’s idea originally and
has created another means for
ensuring they travel around and try
new places, ‘We’ve met new people
because of the diving. They’re not
close friends but we can call them
up and ask them if they are going
diving on Saturday for example. It’s
a network but they are more like
acquaintances. We meet up on a
Tuesday night and talk about diving.’
Derek and Kath are organised in
what they do. Derek explains: ‘We
go out Monday night now. We used to
go out Sunday night but we go to the
gym and we don’t want to do the
gym when we’ve been out. We come
back, open a carton of vino and I’ll
sit and watch the soaps, Kath will be
upstairs on the computer.’
Being part of sports clubs has also
led to an expanding number of
venues to visit. ‘One of the girls
from the gym runs a restaurant and
we sometimes go there,’ Derek says,
‘It’s all Spanish and we go out of
season on a Saturday afternoon as
it’s on the beach front. They don’t
speak any English.’
Derek and Kath are proud of the
extent to which they have expanded
their friendship groups and use
venues that are perhaps avoided by
other British people. ‘A lot of English
won’t go to this gym. He’s a big lad
who runs it. He used to be Mr
Valencia or something like that. His
daughter is in England learning
English. She liked to speak English
with us.’
Derek warns against becoming too
friendly too soon, ‘We’ve seen a lot

of people out here, they get too
close. They’re from different
backgrounds and they don’t really
know each other. Then they fall out
just as quickly. They get too close
too quickly. It’s back to all the
English trying to stick together. If
you broaden your outlook, have
friends who are Spanish, it makes a
difference.’

representative of other British
expats? They were specifically asked
to contribute to this book and have
particular traits that might make
them more likely to do their best to
integrate. Perhaps a more random
group of individuals who were less
‘tax compliant’ would have provided
a very different picture of expats
over here.

Tony and Nuala haven’t just made
friends in the British community.
Tony has established links with the
local police too. Nuala describes
Tony’s involvement: ‘The president
of the community was looking for
someone to join the neighbourhood
watch. Then he became a
coordinator. He started having a lot
of contact with the Guardia.
Sometimes though it seems as if they
just want to practise their English!’

We prefer to think that they
represent a significant number of
retirees who, perhaps because they
do not fit our expectations of expat
behaviour, are less well-documented
and rarely covered by the British
press. The way that expats are
portrayed in the media is a subject
in itself and one which many will
have a view on. Without spending
too long debating the reasons why,
the press do seem to like to paint a
grim picture of the British migrant.
The stereotype of the boozy,
sun-loving, ex-con, out on the costas
determined to preserve his culture
above all others, is a popular one.
One that our interviewees thankfully
contradict.

Nuala has found her own Spanish
contacts and made a friend who was
part of a Spanish lace making group.
The couple even went round to their
home to celebrate the three kings in
January. Are our couples
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Making comparisons between
countries is not always productive.
However, it is something that we all
tend to do. What do our couples see
to be the strengths and weaknesses
in the Spain v. UK debate?

Having lived in two different
countries, it is inevitable that you
make comparisons between them.

Making
comparisons
A new piece of bureaucracy will be
looked on critically in terms of your
past experience. However, it works
both ways and our couples were
generally quite eager to recognise
the pros and cons of their new lives.
Anona and Barbara are positive
about their life in Spain. For them
the UK is not an attractive option.
‘Who wants to be in the UK at the
moment?’ asks Anona, ‘Feedback I’m
getting from people who come
over is that the weather is appalling
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along with everything else. The
sky is eternally grey.’
One thing that Anona and
Barbara do miss is the
opportunity to go to the
theatre. Anona reflects, ‘I
used to go to productions a
lot. Most productions here
are in Spanish. I realise there
seems to be a gap here for
the cultural side if you like.
Maybe there wouldn’t be if you live
in Madrid or Valencia. In this area I
feel there is a void. I like music and
there is nowhere really to go and
listen to classical music.’
They are hoping things might change
with the opening of the new theatre.
‘I think the licence was a problem
for it,’ Anona suggests, ‘I think they
had used it once, had a lot of people
in and then realised they didn’t
have a licence. It was only a couple
of weeks ago. It was a sell out

apparently.’
Barbara noted some of the benefits
of living in Spain when returning
to Doncaster for a funeral: ‘I was
only there for a few days. It was
quite nice to be with people who
understand what you’re saying and
see different shops. That was all.
Prices seemed the same, traffic
was the same. Weather was cold.
Alcohol is very expensive. It would
have been nice to have gone into an
English pub. That’s one thing. When
we were in Wales we had one or two
local pubs that were nice.’
It is important to remember that
although life may have changed in
Spain, it has changed in the UK too.
The country they left may not be
the same one they encounter on
return visits. As Anona and Barbara
note, ‘We understand that they’ve
all changed and everything has
changed. People have changed. It
wouldn’t be the same to go back
there now.’
Terry and Enza consider the decision
of an acquaintance to return to
the UK for the grandchildren: ‘The
youngest grandchild was 11.
They’ve been here 10 years, in that
time the England they’re going
back to isn’t the England they
remember.’
Enza’s experience of being an
immigrant in England has had a
profound impact on how she sees
herself in Spain: ‘When I went to
England as an immigrant I had a
permit. It was hard to get one. To
get work in England I had to be a
resident in the hospital. You had to
have a job to go to. If you were a
man you had to work in the foundry.
You had a permit for four years,
after that you had to renew it. You
had to reapply. You had to go to the
police station every so often.’
She does not like the use of the

term ‘expat’ and prefers to refer
to herself in Spain and in England
as an immigrant: ‘People who come
to work here still call themselves
expat. Why? If you come to another
country you emigrate.’ Terry is
cynical about the British view of
their status abroad: ‘That’s what
we are. [immigrant] To the British
everyone else is an immigrant but
they are expats.’
Enza does not feel that making
comparisons between the two
countries is a good idea: ‘I don’t
like it when people say, ‘in England
we do this’.’ She is, however, keen
to compare the two countries in
relation to feeling safe and secure:
‘I’d go for a walk with him in
England [Terry]. It was a good area
where we lived but I wouldn’t walk
there with him now or on my own.
I’ve walked from Torrevieja to our
house even at 12.00 at night. I don’t
see the vandalism here that you do
in England. It can be noisy, they’re
up late chatting – they’re on holiday,
they don’t have to get up in the
morning. A few weeks ago we were
at the front in Torrevieja and it was
half past 8 and the people we were
with said ‘look at all these couples
all ages walking about at this time
of night. You wouldn’t see that in
England’.’
Terry and Enza are critical of the
behaviour they see on their return
visits to the UK. Mostly from young
people. ‘When we go into the
shopping areas in Birmingham – the
way they talk and the language,’
remarks Enza. Terry warns, ‘It’s
changed so much in the UK that
those who’ve lived here for 10 to 12
years would probably find it a bit
unnerving.’
For Enza it’s the speed of things
she notices, ‘When I go back into
town, West Bromwich, which isn’t
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a big town I feel like there are too
many people and they all seem to
be rushing. They’re going to work.
Rushing.’
All our couples are positive about
their experiences and life in Spain.
They recognise its strengths and
weaknesses but also that they have
made Spain their country of choice.
Kath loves the freedom she finds
here, for Derek it’s the lifestyle and
the weather:
‘We don’t have to suffer so much
doom and gloom as you have to in
England. You get up in England face
the dark mornings and it’s cold and
wet. Even when it’s wet here it’s
warmer. You’ve got that feel-good
factor where you can sit outside.
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Outside there is more there for you.
You can walk or you can hop in the
car and go to La Mata and walk on
the front and have a coffee. There’s
very few places in England where
you can do that outside of July and
August because it is raining.’
Derek is impressed with the food,
‘We eat quite well. We eat a lot of
fish which you can’t do in England.
My daughter will say she can’t afford
it.’
Not surprisingly, our couples’
positive views about life in Spain
mean they have no plans to return
to the UK soon. Although Terry had
shown some misgivings, by and large
everyone was committed to staying
in the country. Perhaps with some
slight adjustments in mind.

Nothing stands still here or anywhere
in the world. Our couples might be
settled but this doesn’t mean they
haven’t thoughts about what they’ll
do next. What plans do they have for
the future?

It is sometimes said in the expat
communities that change happens
here more frequently than in the

Plans
for the future
home country. This perhaps comes
from the fact that people are
constantly arriving to start new lives
and leaving to pick up old ones.
Facing fluctuating friendship groups
is a feature for those who choose to
settle here. Saying goodbye and
welcoming new residents is an
experience that most expats are
used to. It doesn’t always make it
any easier.
The subject of returning to the UK

has perhaps arisen more often in the
past few years. Changing legislation
has created anxiety amongst the
expat community. Different
arrangements for health care
and prescription charges have
unnerved some people who
were previously settled in their
decision. For some it has just
been too much. Enza and Terry
nearly joined those on the
move back to the UK. Enza
explains:
‘My sister had a bungalow in the UK
and they were moving. He kept
saying [Terry] he wanted to go back
to England. He only wants to go back
to England when something goes
wrong. If the computer didn’t work
he wanted to go back to England. I
said to my sister, ‘do you mind if we
rent your bungalow for six months?’
So we had the opportunity to move.
I started to get things ready to take
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back. Ten days before we were going
to move I said to him ‘How do you
feel about moving now?’ And he said,
‘I’ve got cold feet’ and I said ‘what
do you mean you’ve got cold feet?’
He said, ‘I don’t want to go.’

maybe travel a bit more.’

Terry acknowledges that it was that
question that made all the
difference to their future in Spain:
‘Probably if you [Enza] hadn’t asked
me that question we would have
gone.’

Even though Anona and Barbara have
already travelled quite widely, they
plan to do more. ‘We liked Portugal,’
explains Barbara, ‘Now maybe if
we’re renting we’ll save on
community charges, house insurance
etc. It will give us more flexibility.
One of these days we’re going to do
a river cruise, perhaps down the
Danube.’ ‘There are plenty of places
to go if you really look,’ adds Anona.

You might think you know what
people want, but they are not
always good at expressing it. Enza
and Terry aren’t the only ones to
misread the signs: ‘I know another
couple, they were going to move to
England but he was thinking that the
wife wanted to move and the wife
was doing it because of him and
neither of them actually wanted to
move.’

It wasn’t easy for them finding a
buyer for their property. The
economic situation was placing its
own hurdles in the way of their
intentions: ‘It’s nearly two years
since we first thought about it.
We’ve kept having to drop the price
but obviously we’re not giving it
away as we’re not desperate. We
know we have to drop a bit more,
we know what the market’s like.’

Are Enza and Terry happy now with
the decision to stay? ‘I think we’ve
got where we wanted to be
eventually,’ Terry suggests, ‘Not
necessarily by the route we would
have chosen. Now we’re on plan X.
Sometimes it’s about being able to
adapt to the plan that’s forced upon
you. We’re pretty well where we
want to be.’

They may want to rent rather than
buy but Anona and Barbara would
still like to stay in the area. ‘We’ve
got some good friends who we don’t
really want to lose contact with,’
says Anona. Barbara adds, ‘and
there’s plenty of property here for
rent. People would rather rent their
houses out than have them stood
empty.’

For some of our couples there are
changes to come but less dramatic
than returning to the UK. Anona and
Barbara decided to sell their
property in preference for renting.
Barbara explains, ‘Financially it’s
better and then if anything happens
to either of us we haven’t got to
worry about property. We thought
we could try and sell and then

There have been adjustments that
our couples have had to make in the
years they have been in Spain.
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Things they would perhaps have
done differently. Their advice to
those considering setting out on a
similar journey can be as useful as
any number of fact sheets about
moving abroad.

All our couples qualify as experienced
expats. They have made the move
work for them. What advice would
they give to those thinking about it
now?

It is location and choice of house
that has given most of our couples
cause to reflect. The selection of

Advice
where you are going to live is
fundamental in crafting what your
experience of expat life will be.
Ironically the decision was made
relatively quickly in most cases.
Perhaps in contrast to their own
experience, researching the area
before buying is a key piece of
advice that our couples would like to
pass on. It is not just a case of
whether you like the house itself but
what your neighbours are like and if

it is the kind of community that you
wish to live in. In some cases it
might be better to sacrifice your
ideal house in favour of your
ideal location.
In several of our discussions our
couples have raised concerns
about the speed with which
they have seen people making
decisions that have huge
consequences. Tony reflects on
a friend who, in his view, acted too
hastily:
‘I told him my advice would be go
out, look, come back, think about
it. Don’t buy from any of the
companies here. He came to Spain
and within three days he’d bought
this apartment. When they had the
keys to the apartment we went and
had a look. Now they had a three
bedroom apartment in Northern
Ireland and now this small two
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bedroom apartment in Spain and I
said well personally I wouldn’t
have bought this. Within six months
it wasn’t good enough.’
Nuala explains why, ‘Wrong place.
They didn’t have a car, they had a
motorbike and then they had an
accident and she’d fallen off and
didn’t want to get on again. It was
too far for them to walk to the
shops.’
Derek and Kath reflect that if they
were buying now, they would buy in
a Spanish community. They love
their house but have some problems
with the fact that some of the
houses around have tenants. Derek is
not impressed, ‘We’ve got
neighbours who rent out cheaply.
The house has only got two
bedrooms and when they rent it out
they seem to bring the whole village
with them.’
Sometimes the noise gets a bit much
although there have been some
recent improvements and
neighbourhood noise has toned
down. Derek speculates on the
reasons for this, ‘I think they’re
trying to stay quiet because we’re
legal and I’m sure they are up to
things they shouldn’t be. The
hacienda are chasing things like
this.’
Enza and Terry are satisfied with the
house and location they have ended
up with, even though it wasn’t by
the route they intended. Enza notes
that if they were starting out again
they might have bought a detached
house whereas their first house was
a holiday home. ‘Four or five years
– it’s a long time to think in front,’
suggests Enza. ‘The last house we
had it was big enough to live in. But
the location was more for a holiday
home.’ Nuala and Tony wonder
whether they might have been
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better Spanish speakers if they had
chosen somewhere else to live. After
six years they are disappointed that
they are still not fluent. However,
Nuala does recognise the benefits in
the early days of being close to
people who speak the same
language.
All our couples have made the effort
to learn Spanish and integrate to
some extent. Nuala and Tony see this
as a very important piece of
preparation for anyone considering
moving out to Spain. Alongside
learning the language itself they
found the cultural understanding it
brought helped them to settle and
feel at home.
They see others arriving who have
little idea of what they are letting
themselves in for. ‘They come with
rose-tinted glasses,’ explains Nuala.
‘They don’t think through the
implications of living in another
country. One family arrived and she
just thought she was going to walk
into a job in the bank and she didn’t
speak one word of Spanish. She
wasn’t the only one, there were
others. One family came with their
daughter and grandchildren and the
daughter needed to work. She
hadn’t made any attempt to learn
Spanish.’ Nuala reflects that these
people who didn’t do their
preparation have now gone, ‘Maybe
that’s the way some people are.’
In terms of making the most of your
life once you’ve moved, keeping
busy and active is at the top of the
agenda. Terry and Enza advise, ‘You
need to do something. You need to
join a club or something.’
The issue of getting to know your
partner without the distraction of a
busy work environment has already
been mentioned. The change of
lifestyle from one where you have

little time to exchange anything
more than a few words, to one
where you perhaps have no other
human contact for days on end can
come as a shock.
‘That’s my advice to people,’ says
Enza, ‘ If they finish working early.
Spend time together first. You have
to be used to being together for
24 hours.’
Listening to Nuala and Tony talk
about Spain you would never
imagine how difficult some aspects
of the transition have been for
them. Only well into the interview
do they refer to the difficulties they
are having with establishing the
legality of their own home. Nuala
opened up the discussion:
‘We still do not have the deeds to
our house. That’s because the
agents who sold us our house
recommended a company to deal
with the legal things. We’re going
through court proceedings at the
moment. This company that sold us
the houses knew that there were
mortgages on the houses and there
is still a mortgage on our house
which is not ours. We have paid the
total amount of money but the
builder is saying that there is a part
of that money that he has not
received. We’ve got caught up in the
middle of this.
We’d been there a year and the
builders were handing over the
water and when we had to sign up
that’s when we realised that we
didn’t have a certificate of
habitation. It’s not in our name. To
get the water changed to our name
was a nightmare. It was then we
discovered that the company
representing us did not have the
deeds.’ Tony reflects, ‘We just
assumed that these people
representing you wouldn’t do

anything wrong. What they’ve done
is despicable.’
Tony and Nuala explain that they
paid their deposit to the agent who
had then involved their own legal
people. ‘We gave them the power of
attorney,’ Nuala explains: ‘They
handed over the money without
getting the deeds. We put our total
trust in them.’
The fact that their point of contact
was a British person made them
feel secure in their purchase. Tony
now feels differently, ‘It was the
sales people who were British and
the sort of people who if they said
it was sunny outside you shouldn’t
believe a word they say.’
Nuala is very disillusioned about the
contact she has had with British
workers since she has been out in
Spain: ‘We assumed because they
were British and we were British it
would be different. We’ve since
discovered that if you want work
done you don’t necessarily get a Brit
to do it because they are going to
charge you more. You can’t trust
them.’
And to avoid something similar
happening Tony recommends: ‘Don’t
hand over any money until you see
the deeds. Give them the money
in front of the notary. If they can’t
do it, don’t buy it.’ Nuala assumed
that the agent would act in their
interests, now they are waiting for a
decision: ‘The court seems to drag
on forever.’
Nuala and Tony had elected for the
whole of the buying process to be
conducted through one agent and
one company. This is perhaps a good
example of where independent
advice from someone acting on your
behalf is needed. Derek and Kath
made some very careful calculations
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before moving out here.

but OK.’

Unsurprisingly they recommend to
others to do the same. Derek spells
it out:

Kath is keen to emphasise that there
will still be the normal routines
if you come out to Spain to live: ‘You
can’t expect to come out here
and be on holiday. You’ve still got to
have a life like you would in
England. You might have the sun
here…’ Derek interrupts, ‘…but
you’ve still got to do your washing.

‘Do your homework and make sure
that you can afford to live without
working. With the greatest will in
the world the Spanish will get the
jobs first and rightly so. Unless
you’re an expert at something, like a
doctor, don’t come out here thinking
you’re going to get a job. You won’t.
You need to be prepared and you
need to be financially OK. Not rich
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People do come thinking that this
is a permanent holiday but it’s not.
You have to have your routines
for your own safety.’

All our couples have had their set
backs, their revelation moments and
their triumphs. Now, several years on,
how do they feel about their decision
to move to Spain?

On reflection, the hardest part for
many of our couples was not the
move of country but the move from

Looking back
living busy, working lives to more
sedentary and less frantic ones.
Derek and Kath, of all our couples,
probably found the transition
hardest. ‘It was awful,’ admits Kath.
‘It was horrendous. The most we’d
been together was for like a two
week holiday. It was a real tester.
Now we don’t go anywhere without
each other.’
Derek doesn’t go quite as far but
then he had the dogs to ease the

pain: ‘We only had one bedroom. My
dogs got more exercise than they’ve
ever had. I used to get out, take the
dogs out, sit on a bench
somewhere. And they’d sit
there looking at me like what
are we doing out here again?’
Derek feels it took about a
month to get out of holiday
mode, ‘After that it was
developing into a lifestyle
rather than just a visit.’ It took
about a year, according to Kath, to
get used to being together all the
time.
Enza and Terry experienced similar
difficulties.They have found their
own antidote as Enza explains, ‘We
do different things so we’re not
together for 24 hours. When you first
move you seem to do everything
together. Even if you’re going out
with friends, you’re going out with

Growing confidence - Looking back 55

friends together. In England I’d go
out with my friends sometimes for a
meal. You need a different chat with
ladies.’
There was a difference of opinion
about the extent to which it is
advisable to sell everything in the
UK or keep a bolt hole. Derek and
Kath didn’t want to have the
alternative of returning. ‘We’re very
strong-willed people,’ comments
Derek. ‘We knew if there was a
problem, and there were plenty in
the early days, we might say ‘sod it’
and go back to England. We were
also advised against renting our
property in England because of the
difficulties of getting tenants out. It
meant we did have extra capital
with us.’
Tony and Nuala disagree on how they
might have done things another time
around. Nuala feels it is better to
move into a more English
urbanisation to begin with whereas
Tony would rather they had moved
to somewhere more Spanish. Nuala
argues, ‘You get a lot of help from
the community, especially when you
don’t speak a lot of Spanish. I think
it would have been difficult finding
out what you had to do from
neighbours. But on the other hand
your Spanish would improve a lot
quicker. My only regret about moving
to Spain is that after six years we’re
not more fluent. We still keep trying
though.’
Anona and Barbara are, overall, very
happy with the decision that they
made and have few regrets although
Barbara does wonder if they might
not have been better renting rather
than buying a house. They epitomise
the spirit of adventure.
‘There must be lots of people in the
UK who would like to do it but just
need a bit of a push,’ Anona reflects.
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‘They’d be better off on the elderly
side of things. It’s a better lifestyle,
better than sitting at home and
being depressed.’ Even Anona’s
cancer didn’t deter them in pursuing
their life in Spain, ‘It was all done so
professionally.’
Terry has his own outlook on life,
‘The best thing is to expect nothing
and then whatever you’re given is a
bonus.’ Enza adds, ‘He’s very
pessimistic. I’m never going back to
England. I’m staying. I’m happy
here. This is my home even more
than Italy. I haven’t been to Italy for
a long time.’
Enza feels that the best feature of
Spain is the weather and the feeling
of security, ‘I feel more secure and
more safe here. Safer walking
around on my own than in England.’
Considering the number of times
concerns have been raised about
theft and burglary in Spain, our
couples make little reference to
crime. When it does happen, it could
often have been avoided, as Enza
points out, ‘People think they’re on
holiday, they leave the doors open,
the windows open.’ However, Terry
is pessimistic about the effect that
the economic crisis might have: ‘I
always thought that crime would go
up here when the recession hit. It
has.’
Derek and Kath are both happy in
Spain, even though they’ve had their
moments. Derek is clear, ‘We know
quite a few people where one wants
to stay and one wants to go. In the
end they go home. But we’re both of
the same mindset.’
The individual personalities of our
interviewees make all the difference
to the way in which they have
settled into Spain. Each hurdle was
there to be handled better or worse

depending upon the individual.
These same personality traits would
have had repercussions on the
success of their retirement if they
had stayed in Britain too.

choice. They may have their gripes
and their individual worries but they
have also shown a tenacity and,
most of the time, a positive
approach to their new life here.

Perhaps a particular example here is
of Derek and Kath. Derek has
struggled with bureaucracy and what
he sees as corruption because of his
background in the forces and his lack
of patience. On the other hand, the
same hurdles have been calmly
taken by Kath,’ I’m one of those
people who sails through life.
Nothing gets me down.’

Unlike many of the stereotypes of
the British abroad, they do seek out
Spanish life and everyone has made
attempts to learn the language. If
anything, they are critical of their
peers and fellow countrymen who
haven’t shown the same level of
commitment.

Derek points out, ‘I don’t like things
under the carpet. If I see a problem
coming I’d rather deal with it before
it hits me than wait. She’ll say,
‘calm down, calm down’.’
However, Kath’s life hasn’t always
been so trouble free:
‘I don’t worry about things until they
happen. I’ve always had that
philosophy because I used to do
naughty things as a child. I’d stay
out and go somewhere I wasn’t
supposed to. My friend used to worry
and I used to say, ‘why are you doing
this if you’re going to worry about it?
You only worry about the
consequences when they happen.’
So if things are going to come my
way, like all these threatening taxes
in the letters that you get, I think
why worry about it now because it
might not happen to me.’
The contrasting ways in which Derek
and Kath have approached their
problems in Spain are no different
than if they had been in the UK. The
scenery is different but the outlook
and the approach are identical.
Whatever their personalities, all our
couples have shown a determination
to succeed in their country of

Of course, none of us are perfect.
Each of our couples still have their
own series of issues to face and
worries for the future. But,
considering they have taken on the
upheaval of moving to a new country
in later life, they have all shown an
astonishing amount of resilience.
They are strong people. It could be
argued that that is not unusual in
those who choose to make their life
in another country. Some of the
people they have encountered and
describe however, are not. They
have witnessed fellow expats who
come out ill-prepared and fail to
settle. As Nuala remarks, ‘Maybe
that’s the way some people are.’
It’s not Spain that has crafted their
fortunes, it’s they, themselves.
Difficulties with paperwork,
relationships in the family, getting
the right health treatment, are
obstacles wherever you live.
They are not exclusive to Spain and
in fact, all our couples demonstrate
an overall approval of the country
they have chosen to live in. Again,
perhaps a feature of the type of
people they are rather than the
experiences they’ve had.
For all our couples it was an
adventure, perhaps at a time in their
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lives when not everyone assumed
they would want to take the risk.
Just when those around you begin to
see you as expendable and that your
story is over, making a move to
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another country can be invigorating.
It is a reminder that you might be a
little bit older but that doesn’t mean
you’re not ready for a challenge and
a new beginning.

NEW BEGINNINGS IN SPAIN
Four couples took the decision to sell their homes in the UK and
move to Spain. Ten years later they tell their story and share
the highs and lows of moving to another country as retirees.
Suzanne O’ Connell faithfully recorded their experience of
taking those first steps, settling in and how they have grown
in confidence. In bitesize chapters we follow their path from
making the decision and telling the family, through grappling
with documentation to being, finally, established and looking
forward.
If you have changed country yourself you will recognise the
emotions and practical difficulties that they experienced. If
you are thinking of making the move, you will find here many
pieces of advice woven throughout their descriptions of what
happened to them.
It’s not a long read but it’s a must-read if you have wondered
what it really feels like to leave family and friends and move
abroad.
Suzanne O’Connell

