
La Tomatina
If you have ever been told not to play with your food, then La 
Tomatina could be your perfect revenge. This is the largest 
food �ght in the world! In this madcap festival, ten trucks of 
tomatoes are driven into the crowded main square of Buæol, 
near Valencia, which is little more than a narrow street. A few 
daring souls stand in the back of the trucks, holding ropes to 
avoid being tipped out with the tomatoes.

The of�cial start of the 
festival is marked by the 
�ring of a rocket around  
11:00 a.m. Crowds gather 
for a couple of hours before 
this, drinking in bars and 
cafØs, and generally getting 
more raucous and excited. 
The temperature builds, and 
the crowds are hosed down 
with �re hoses. 

It can be claustrophobic 
in the middle of the throng, 
and elements of the crowd 
can get out of control. At 
the edges it is a bit more 

relaxed, and there will still be enough tomatoes to go around!
This is not a religious festival or a commemoration of some great 

event. Rather it is a manifestation of the verve and zest for life of 
Spanish people, and the ability of a village to stop what they are doing 
and go completely crazy!

The origins of the festival are suitably vague, with a number of 
con�icting stories. The most widely accepted is that the festival began 
in 1945, when locals took exception to a group of dignitaries who 
were riding though town and started pelting them with tomatoes from 
a nearby stand. The next year they held a reenactment, and a legend 
was born.

La Tomatina only lasts for less than an hour, and once the �nal 
rocket has �red, no more tomatoes should be thrown. The clean up 
starts straight away, and all traces are gone in a few hours. 

BUÑOl, ValENcia
SPaiN

At a Glance

When: Generally on the third 
Wednesday in August, although 
this can change. 

Where: Buæol, 25 miles 
from Valencia. 

Arrival: Valencia is the nearest 
airport. Use crowded public 
transport, or aim to arrive very 
early if driving.

Practicalities: Although it is not 
supposed to happen, people will 
rip clothes. Bring a spare set: either 
in a parked car, or sealed in a 
plastic bag, and wear underwear! 
Cameras or expensive clothes 
won�t stop you being pelted. 
Leave all valuables behind; bring a 
disposable waterproof camera. 

Rules: Squash tomatoes before 
throwing; glass bottles are banned 
in the square; don�t rip people�s 
clothes. Unfortunately these rules 
are widely ignored by outsiders.
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Above: Large trucks bring the 
tomatoes into the small main square  
of Buæol ready for the �ght. 

Opposite: At the end of the festival a 
deep slurry of tomato covers the main 
square and everyone in it.

Overleaf: Fire hoses are used to cool 
down the packed crowds.



Feria de San Roque y  
San SebastiÆn
COrtEs DE la FrONtEra, SPaiN 

This �esta is typical of many that you will encounter 
on a summer visit to Spain. Every village has at least 
one annual �esta; and many feature bull runs and 
bull�ghts; re�ecting the unique Spanish relationship 
with life, death, and bravado. In Cortes, vaquillas 
(young bulls) are run through the streets in the toro 
del aguardiente, and the whole town parties day 
and night. 

At a Glance

When: 23 to 27 August 

Where: Cortes de la Frontera, near Ronda, Spain. 
Fly to MÆlaga and hire a car.

Feria de MÆlaga
Malaga, 
SPaiN

More than just an airport for package tourists, this 
passionate and traditional city comes alive during 
the exuberant MÆlaga Feria. Starting with a colossal 
�reworks display, the feria commemorates the 
reconquest of the city in 1487. The festival has two 
distinct parts. The feria del día in the town center, is 
marked by �oral displays, horse processions, music, 
drinking, and Verdiales, the local style of �amenco. 
The feria del la noche is an immense nighttime 
funfair at the edge of town.

At a Glance

When: Around August 18; ten days from Friday night 
to the following Sunday 

Where: MÆlaga, Andalusia, Spain. MÆlaga is the 
gateway to the Costa del Sol; many �ights arrive here.  

65EUROPE

Below: Impromptu �amenco on the streets of MÆlaga



Il Palio
If you �nd a day at the races boring, then you haven�t seen 
the Palio of Siena, a bareback horse race, held in the cobbled 
main square of Siena. Dating back to medieval times, it is full 
of skulduggery and intrigue, with riders being kidnapped or 
bribed, horses doped, and jockeys on slower horses being 
paid to impede their rivals. All of this is completely legal.

Siena is divided into sixteen 
districts, or contrade. They 
draw lots to see which 
ten will compete, and who 
gets which horse and rider. 
Once allocated, these are 
kept under virtual arrest 
to prevent them being 
nobbled. In the days leading 
to the actual race, practice 
races are held and on the 
night before the horse 
is taken to be blessed at 
each contrada�s church. 
Each contrada then holds a 
massive banquet.

Race day starts with processions of the contrade dressed in 
medieval costume and suits of armor. They twirl and throw great �ags 
and escort their horses to the Campo. 

Once all of the horses are in the square, nine form a line and the 
tenth charges through them to start the race. There are a number 
of false starts before the race is on. The horses have to complete 
three circuits of the course and the �rst horse wins, whether it has a 
rider or not. Often riders will fall off at the sharper corners. These are 
padded, but riders, and most controversially horses, are sometimes 
hurt. Sometimes a bribed rider will deliberately jump off, much to the 
anger of their contrada. If this is too obvious, they will sometimes be 
chased from the Campo.

It can be hard to work out what is happening during the race, and 
there are endless reruns on local TV later. At the end of the race, the 
winning contrada members surge forward to claim the victor�s banner, 
or palio.

SiENa
ItalY

At a Glance

When: Twice a year on July 2 and 
August 16 

Where: At Siena, in Tuscany 

Arrival: Siena is a short train 
journey from Pisa or Florence.

Practicalities: Hotels get booked 
up. Consider staying in Florence 
or Pisa and commuting by train. 
You can stand in center of the 
Campo free, but arrive early to 
be near the railing. Expensive 
seats or a balcony can be rented 
through the tourist of�ce. It is 
possible to organize tickets to the 
contrade banquets. Three less 
crowded practice races are held 
daily before the main event.

Rules: Some contrade hate each 
other. Beware of sporting contrada 
colors � you might inadvertently be 
picking a �ght.
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Above right: Members of the 
contrade process in medieval costume 
around the town.

Opposite top: The Palio is noted for 
the �ag processions where contrade 
process into the Campo, often 
throwing their �ags high into the air.

Opposite: Horses in the Palio have to 
run three times around the Campo on 
a packed earth track.





Notting Hill Carnival
From small roots in 1966, the Notting Hill Carnival has grown 
into the largest street carnival in Europe. For the long bank 
holiday weekend, the streets of London�s Notting Hill district 
are crammed with more than a million revellers. 

The main focus of the 
carnival are the processions 
of �oats and incredible 
costumes. Sunday is the 
children�s procession, and 
the main adult parade is on 
the bank holiday Monday. 
There are prizes given for 
the best �oat, costumes, 
and dancing. Each �oat has 
dozens of costumed dancers, 
and competes for the sheer 
volume of the music from 
giant sound systems hanging 
off the back. 

The organizers of the 
�oats work on the costumes all year. These are sometimes almost 
impossibly large and ornate, barely �tting through the crowded 
carnival route. Combined with the obligatory drinking and dancing, the 
processions drift along; never starting or �nishing on time. In previous 
years they used to head round a circuit until late at night, but these 
days it is a shorter direct route and the festival �nishes much earlier.

As well as the processions there are countless stalls selling alcohol 
and Carribbean food. Spread around the vast carnival area there are small, 
independent sound systems, each functioning like a mini nightclub.

There have been violent crime and even riots in the history of 
the carnival, but recently serious crime levels have fallen so far as to 
be almost negligible � especially when you consider it is effectively a 
very crowded gathering of a million people, many of whom are drunk! 
A combination of proactive policing, changing the carnival route, and 
�nishing the processions by 7:00 p.m. have all helped to turn the event 
around. It has grown so big that there are suggestions it should be moved 
to nearby Hyde Park; but that would lose its unique atmosphere as a 
street carnival.

LONDON
ENglaNd

At a Glance

When: August Bank 
Holiday;Sunday and Monday. From 
9:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. 

Where: Notting Hill, London, 
England.

Arrival: London is one of the best 
internationally connected cities 
in the world. Although there is 
extensive public transportation, 
many stations are closed for 
carnival. Be prepared to get as 
close as possible and walk.

Practicalities: The carnival 
is impossibly crowded. Leave 
valuables at home and be 
prepared for lots of walking and 
dancing! 

www.thenottinghillcarnival.com

Rules: This is when the Caribbean 
comes to London; expect dirty 
dancing, crowds, rum, and loud, 
loud music.
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Above right: People make ornate 
costumes that they work on for the 
whole year. 

Opposite top: Some of the costumes are 
so big they barely �t through the crowds.

Opposite bottom: Carnival 
procession passing through vast 
crowds in Ladbroke Grove
























