


         oth father and daughters wept bitterly, and
so also did the knights of the Cid's following.  He
of the timely birth returned to Valencia, and the Infantes
of Carrión set out for Castile."

This quote is taken from The Poem of The Cid, a poetic hero of
special significance in the Land of Valencia.  According to legend,  the
Campeador was wont to reside in Requena in the so-called "Palace of the
Cid - Gothic-style building, currently under renovation -. In this edifice, it
is said, the Cid - despite the omens - had his daughters Doña Sol and Doña
Elvira married to the Infantes of Carrión.

The Plana de Requena-Utiel, the Valencian fringe of the meseta of La
Mancha, is located in the westernmost and highest part of the province of
Valencia. As we approach this district, the Mediterranean landscape

disappears, giving way to broad plains that stretch out
before us. This area actually pertained to Castile

until the mid-19th century. The landscape of this
border land is an immense plain with deep grey
mountain ranges disappearing into the distance.
Today, this meseta is covered in grapevines,
which have completely replaced the mulberry
trees of the 18th century.  In those days this

was the leading silk production centre in the
Valencian region - and the fourth most important

in all of Spain - with more than 800 looms
manufacturing sumptuous fabrics for export to America.

As a wine-growing region, Requena became
known at the end of the 19th century and the
beginning of the 20th century, when it began
to supply the European market with wines.
Today wine continues to be an important
reference for the zone, which produces red
and rosé wines with the Utiel-Requena
denomination of origin and a cava which in
recent years has gained international
prestige. Local people have ingeniously
converted the wine harvest into a festival
which is now listed as a tourist attraction.
The regional cuisine is rich in variety, with elaborate
dishes such as vegetable stews, the 'olla' (rice and vegetables) or 'gazpacho
manchego', which is made with stewed tomatoes, liver, pork, ham and other

meats, served over a flat, unleavened shepherd's bread. Other simple
but savoury dishes are 'morteruelo' (cured pork), 'ajo arriero' (garlic potato),

'arroz en cazuela' (a rice dish), stewed potatoes, fried 'chicharrones'
or breadcrumbs. Requena sausages are well-known for their flavour:

chorizos, longanizas (white) and blood sausages (black) - the basis for a popular
combination sandwich called "blanco y negro" (white and black) with one of each
kind of sausage. Typical desserts include sponge cakes, butter cakes, 'burruecos',
and 'turrón'.

Our starting point is Requena, the largest municipal district in the Land of
Valencia, covering an area of 816km2 with an average height above sea level
of 692m. The municipality has a population of 19,500 divided between the town
of Requena and its 26 small surrounding villages. It sits on a plateau bordered
by the impressive mountain ranges of Juan Navarro and Tejo, with a 1,251m
peak that serves as a natural vantage point for a view of the entire region. Local
birds include booted eagles, sparrowhawks, ravens, magpies and crows.

There are numerous springs in the area such as those of Rozaleme,
Fuencaliente, Reinas, Los Morenos, Regidores and Fuente
Podrida. The village of Casas del Río, by the river Cabriel,
La Herrada del Gallego and the Reatillo are the most
picturesque spots worth visiting.

Because of its location, Requena can be considered as “The
Gateway to the Meseta” that links the Castilian region to
the Mediterranean coastland 64km away. Throughout history,
this region has been under both Castilian and Valencian
influence.

The course of the river Magro cuts through a plain where
vines, cereals and market garden produce are grown, forming a contrasting
landscape. On the left bank of the river stands the town of Requena.
Etymologically, the name comes from the Arab word Rekina or Rakkana, or
the Roman Richema meaning “the safe site, the stronghold, strong rock”
because the inhabitants first settled on a lowish crag that was the first
settlement and nucleus of the old town (La Villa). The structures and
materials unearthed by recent archaeological excavations carried out in
the Plaza del Castillo demonstrate that the town dates back to the 7th
century BC, the early Iberian period. A second chronological stage
corresponds to the Roman Empire, from the change of era to the 2nd century
AD. Requena later grew strong during the Arab period when the land
was under a strong influence from Al-Andalus, specifically during the
last caliphate.

A stroll through the streets of the town’s various quarters will give a picture of
the past: La Villa, identified as the Muslim town, is listed as Spanish Heritage
for its historic and artistic value; Las Peñas is the ancient Moorish quarter;

and the Arrabal (Poor Quarter) is the more modern part
located in what was the former Jewish quarter.

An interesting tour starts in the Barrio de
la Villa, where you climb the Cuesta del
Castillo (Castle Hill) and come to the Torre

del Homenaje (Homage Tower) and the
Alcazaba (Citadel) with its walls and towers.
Continuing through the Patio de Armas you reach
the Medina with its two Gothic churches, the 14th-
C Santa María and the 15th-C El Salvador, listed
as national monuments; the buildings of the Arte Mayor
de la Seda (Silk Factory), Santa Teresa (St. Theresa),
the Inquisición (Inquisition), the Corregidor (Judge), the
Pedrón family, etc.; and the Plaza de Albornoz from which you access the
Cuevas de la Villa, a network of caves running under the square. Following the
tour of the Medina you can see the old Jewish quarter and continue with the
Arrabal de San Nicolás to view the 13th-C St. Nicholas’ Church and the
Palacio del Cid (Cid’s Palace). After touring La Villa, go up the Cuesta del
Santo Angel (Holy Angel Hill) to the Barrio de Arrabal (Poor Quarter) to see
the modern town, along with ancient monuments like the Carmen Church and
the 13th-C Carmelite Convent, originally Gothic in style and currently the site
of the Municipal Museum. At the museum exit is the town hall, then stroll through
the Arrabal to see the Principal Theatre, the Bullring and the Universal
Monument to the Grape Harvest (Vendimia) in Avenida de Arrabal.

You can later visit the Barrio de las Peñas where the most notable building, St.
Sebastian’s Church, is undergoing renovation.

The municipal area of Requena is dotted with
small villages and farmsteads such as Campo
Arcís, El Rebollar, San Juan, Los Isidros,
Los Cojos, La Portera, Los Pedrones, Los
Duques, Casas de Eufemia, San Antonio.
These  can be visited using local roads.
Further northwest, however, the national route

leads to Utiel, a strategically located town
which has become a regional service centre
extending   its influence towards the

neighbouring province of Cuenca.

The landscape here includes kermes oaks,
pines, juniper and rosemary, alternating with

grapevines, the principal base of Utiel's economy
since the 19th century. Meseta scenes coexist in this

region with mountain ranges: La Rambla de la
Torre, and the Negrete and Bicuerca sierras form

beautiful sights for the delight of travellers.

Utiel is of Arab origin and has been a permanent scene of battles throughout
history. It was considered part of Requena until Peter the Cruel granted it
independence in 1355 via a Town Charter in which it was given the title of
'Loyal Town'.  A century later, Isabel I brought it under her dominions stating
"I would rather lose my royal estate than have Utiel leave my realm".
Felipe IV later honoured it with a City Charter.

Taking in the sights of Utiel, we can discover the El Salvador college and the
parochial church of Nuestra Señora de la Asunción in the Isabelline Gothic
style. The convents of La Merced and San Francisco are worth seeing, as are
the homes of some erstwhile nobles by the names of Almanzón, Medina and
Córdova.  Utiel also has its own bullring, which is the oldest in the province and
second in size only to that of the city of Valencia.

Leaving the town to head northwards, the road winds up through pine
woods to reach the sanctuary of Our Lady of the Remedies, a 16th-C
chapel located in the mountains at 1000m.  This site is a favourite spot
visited by people from all over the Meseta and further afield.

Another outing from Utiel takes us up the River Madre, among black
poplars, pines and grapevines. We can reach the river's source at
Caudete de las Fuentes. Because of its location, this town
is one of the natural communication routes between the
Meseta and the Mediterranean, and has been thickly

populated ever since the Bronze Age. Even
today we can see traces of settlements
from this period, on Cerros de

Casa Doñana and at Los Villares.

The scenery becomes lusher as we approach Venta del Moro, which
has a large municipal area - the third largest in the district - characterized
by enormous contrasts in elevation. In the environs of the town we can
choose to see Jaraguas on a hill, follow the watercourses called
Albosa, Bullana or El Boquerón, discover the Fuentecillas, or 'little
fountain' ravine, or climb to the peak of Moluengo at 1038m.

The Moluengo marks the town limits with
Villargordo del Cabriel, whose western edge
sinks into a deep valley formed over the eons
by the River Cabriel. Valencia's famous 18th-
century botanist, Cavanilles, described it as

having 'clean, crystalline waters', and this is still
true, because its waters are home to otters,

accompanied by the dipper, and the sandpiper. Worthy
of admiration here are the gullies and ravines of the river valley, which have

been carved out of the land for over 100km down to Cofrentes.  These narrow
passes are some of the region's most spectacular natural spaces.

At the other end of the town, the Contreras
reservoir offers opportunities for sailing, kayaking,
or rock climbing and hiking in a richly vegetated
backdrop in which holm oaks and Aleppo pines
mix with mastic trees and rosemary herbs. A
brisk hike around the area to discover its
archaeological finds is an excellent idea.  There
are ruins pertaining to the Bronze Age in the
Moluengo cave, plus a supposed Iberian necropolis
in the area.  Iberian vases have been found in the Puntal del Horno Ciego
cave. Roman and Medieval ceramics once lined the Cueva Santa, and Roman
ruins formed part of a country house in Casa Zapata.  At a short distance
from Villargordo, we can make out Fuenterrobles and Camporrobles set in

an idyllic landscape of grapevines, wheat, almond trees, and olive groves.

Back to the northeast, bordering on the Los Serranos district, the
mountainous setting of Chera offers a range of possibilities: visiting

the five districts of the town, visiting the castle ruins and the local
hermitage, climbing any of its challenging peaks (Cinco Picos,
Ropé, Juncosa, Vereda) surrounded by pine forests, juniper and

rosemary, or spending some time trying to snap a few photos of the
fauna inhabiting this area. Close by, surrounded by pines, the Buseo
reservoir looks inviting for visitors interested in practising water sports,

fishing or hiking.
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