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        Introduction to Madrid

      

      
        
          The sunniest, highest and liveliest capital city in Europe, Madrid has a lot to take pride in. Indeed, its inhabitants, the Madrileños, are so proud of their city that they modestly declare “desde Madrid al Cielo”: that after Madrid there is only one remaining destination – Heaven. While their claim may be open to dispute, this compact, frenetic and fascinating city certainly has bags of appeal and its range of attractions is fast making it a deservedly popular short-break destination.
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          Palacio Real
        

      

      
        King Felipe II plucked Madrid from provincial oblivion when he made it capital of the Spanish empire in 1561. The former garrison town enjoyed an initial Golden Age when literature and the arts flourished, but centuries of decline and political turmoil followed. However, with the death of the dictator Franco in 1975 and the return to democracy the city had a second burst of creativity, La Movida Madrileña, an outpouring of hedonistic, highly innovative and creative forces embodied by film director Pedro Almodóvar. In recent years Madrid has undergone a major facelift, with the opening of state-of-the-art extensions to the leading museums, the redevelopment of the river area and the pedestrianization of some of the historic streets in the centre.
      

        The vast majority of the millions of visitors make a beeline for the Prado, the Reina Sofía and the Thyssen-Bornemisza, three magnificent galleries that give the city a weighty claim to being the “European capital of art”. Of equal appeal to football fans is the presence of one of the world’s most glamorous and successful clubs, Real Madrid. Aside from these heavy hitters, there’s also a host of smaller museums, palaces and parks, not to mention some of the best tapas, bars and nightlife in Spain.
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          Flamenco
        

      

      
        Best places for tapas

        
          
            There is a vast array of bars in Madrid, serving up tasty tapas: take a stroll around Huertas, La Latina, Chueca and Malasaña and you will stumble on some of the best. A few of our favourites are: La Chata, El Tempranillo, Los Caracoles, La Toscana, Casa del Abuelo and El Bocaito.
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        When to visit

        
          
            Traditionally, Madrid has a typical continental climate, cold and dry in winter, and hot and dry in summer. There are usually two rainy periods, in October/November and any time from late March to early May. With temperatures soaring to over 40°C in July and August, the best times to visit are generally spring and autumn, when the city is pleasantly warm. The short, sharp winter takes many visitors by surprise, but crisp, sunny days with clear blue skies compensate for the drop in temperature.
          

            Although Madrid is increasingly falling into line with other European capitals, many places still shut down in August as its inhabitants head for the coast or countryside. Luckily for visitors, and those Madrileños who choose to remain, sights and museums remain open and nightlife takes on a momentum of its own.

            Madrid’s short but eventful history has left behind a mosaic of traditions, cultures and cuisines, and you soon realize it’s the inhabitants who play a big part in the city’s appeal. Hanging out in the cafés or on the summer terrazas, packing the lanes of the Rastro flea market, filling the restaurants or playing hard and very, very late in a thousand bars and clubs, Madrileños have an almost insatiable appetite for enjoying themselves. The nightlife for which Madrid is renowned is merely an extension of the Madrileño character and the capital’s inhabitants consider other European cities positively dull by comparison with their own. The city centre with its mix of bustling, labyrinthine streets and peaceful squares, punctuated by historic architectural reminders of the past, is in better shape now than for many years. As with many of its international counterparts, an influx of fast-food and coffee chains has challenged the once dominant local bars and restaurants, but in making the transition from provincial backwater just thirty years ago to major European capital today, Madrid has managed to preserve many key elements of its own stylish and quirky identity.
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          Retiro Park
        

      

    

  
    
      
        Madrid at a Glance

      

      
        Eating

        
          Eating out in Madrid is one of the highlights of any visit to the city. There’s plenty to suit every pocket, from budget backstreet bars to high-class designer restaurants, and a bewildering range of cuisines encompassing tapas, traditional Madrileño and Spanish regional dishes. Lunch is taken late, with few Madrileños starting before 2pm, while dinner begins after 9pm. Opening hours can be flexible, with many bars and restaurants closing on Sunday evenings or Monday and for all or part of August. You should spend at least one evening sampling the tapas bars around Santa Ana/Huertas and La Latina. Chueca and Malasaña have some superb traditional bars and bright new restaurants, serving some of the most creative food in the city. The smarter district of Salamanca contains few bars of note, but some extremely good (and expensive) restaurants.
        

      

      
        Drinking

        
          Madrid is packed with a variety of bars, cafés and terrazas. In fact they are a central feature of Madrileño life and hanging out in bars is one of the best, and most pleasant, ways to get the feel of the city and its people. The areas bordering Puerta del Sol, in and around Cava Baja and Plaza Chueca are some of the liveliest, but you can stumble across a great bar in almost every street in the city centre.
        

      

      
        Nightlife

        
          As you’d expect with a city whose inhabitants are known as the “gatos” (the cats), there’s a huge variety of nightlife on offer in the Spanish capital. The mainstays of the Madrid scene are the discobares, which get going around 11pm and stay open till 3am. The flashier discotecas are rarely worth investigating until around 1 or 2am, although queues often build up quickly after this time. Alonso Martínez, Argüelles and Moncloa are student hangouts, Salamanca is for the wealthy and chic, while head for Malasaña and Chueca if you want to be at the cutting edge of trendiness. You’ll find a more eclectic mix on offer in the streets around Sol and Santa Ana.
        

      

      
        Shopping

        
          Head for Gran Vía and Calle Preciados if you’re looking for department and chain stores and for the streets around Plaza Mayor if you’re on the hunt for traditional establishments. For fashion and designer labels, the smartest addresses are in Salamanca, but more alternative designers are in Malasaña and Chueca. Fans of street fashion will like the shops on C/Fuencarral. Most areas of the city have their own mercados (indoor markets) devoted mainly to food, but for the classic Madrileño shopping experience make your way to the flea market in the Rastro on a Sunday.
        

      

      
        
        
        
           Our recommendations for where to eat, drink and shop are listed at the end of each region in this guide.

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Itineraries

      

      
        
          Day One in Madrid

        
          	
            
              The Prado
              

            
             The Prado contains a fabulous array of masterpieces by artistic greats such as Bosch, El Greco, Titian, Rubens Velázquez and Goya.
          

          	
            
              The Retiro
              

            
             Ward off any museum fatigue by freshening up with a stroll around beautiful Retiro park.
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                Lunch
					
              
               Housed in the state-of-the-art CaixaForum exhibition space on Paseo del Arte, Arturo offers a creative €12 menu del día in designer surroundings.

            

          

          	
            
              The Palacio Real
              

            
             Marvel at the magnificent, over-the-top decor in this one-time royal residence now used only for ceremonial purposes.
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                Coffee
              
               Looking out over the plaza towards the royal palace, the elegant Café Oriente makes a great place for a relaxing drink.

            

          

          	
            
              Plaza Mayor
              

            
             Built when the city became Spain’s capital in the sixteenth century, Madrid’s atmospheric main square retains an aura of traditional elegance. 
						
          

          	
            
              Madrid de los Austrias
              

            
             Take a step back in time and explore the twisting streets of ancient Madrid around La Latina.
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                Dinner
              
               Hit the tapas trail around Huertas. Hop from bar to bar, sampling local specialities. Vina P, La Trucha and El Abuelo are good places to make a start.

            

          

          	
            Flamenco

             Finish the night off with some authentic flamenco at Casa Patas.
	
          

        

      

      
        
          Day Two in Madrid

        
          	
            
              The Thyssen
              

            
             An outstanding art collection assembled by the Thyssen-Bornemisza dynasty and providing an unprecedented excursion through Western art. 
          

          	
            
              The Santiago Bernabéu
              

            
             Home to the all-star Real Madrid, a tour of this awesome stadium is a must for any football fan. Better still, take in a game.
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                Lunch
              
               Prepare yourself for a spot of shopping in Salamanca by sampling a mouth-watering range of pintxos and canapés at Estay.

            

          

          	
            
              Shopping
              

            
             The swish Salamanca district is home to some of the city’s most exclusive – and expensive – designer outlets. If your wallet isn’t up to it, you can enjoy some window-shopping. 
          

          	
            
              Reina Sofia
              

            
             An impressive home for Spain’s collection of contemporary art, worth the visit if only to see Picasso’s Guernica.
          

          	
            
              Atocha train station tropical garden
              

            
             A tropical plant garden and pond provide a surreal backdrop in this elegant nineteenth-century station. 
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                Dinner
              
              
                
                   El Botin
                 is reputedly the oldest meson in the city and serves up superb, traditional Castillian fare.

            

          

          	
            
              Club
              

            
             Work off some calories with a dance at one of Madrid’s clubs. Joy Madrid has an eclectic mix of music, a fun atmosphere and a fantastic setting for a late-night drink.
          

        

      

      
        
          Budget Madrid
        

        
          Many of Madrid’s biggest sights are free at certain times of the week, while others charge no entry free at all. Here are some suggestions on how to spend a great day without spending a penny on anything, apart from food and drink.
        

        
          	
            
              Museo de Orígenes
              

            
             Housed in a sixteenth-century mansion that was supposedly once home to the city’s patron saint, this museum traces the early history of the Spanish capital.
          

          	
            
              Iglesia de San Andrés
              

            
             Next door to the Museo de Orígenes, this beautiful church and its adjoining chapels have been tastefully restored to their former glory. 
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                Lunch
              
               With a great three-course set lunch menu for under €10, the Gloria de Montero and its sister restaurant La Finca de Susana are two of the best-value restaurants in the city.

            

          

          	
            
              Palacio Real
              

            
             Visit the sumptuous royal palace on a Wednesday and you may have to queue, but you’ll get in for nothing. 
          

          	
            
              Templo de Debod
              

            
             Shipped stone by stone from the banks of the River Nile, this ancient Egyptian temple is an incongruous sight in the city. The little exhibition inside is free.
          

          	
            
              The Prado
              

            
             Head here between 6 and 8pm on Tuesdays to Saturdays (5–8pm Sun) and you’ll see an unparalleled collection of art for nothing.
          

          	
            
              The Retiro
              

            
             Take a stroll by the lake in the Retiro park to relax and unwind.
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                Dinner
              
               The cheap and cheerful Casa Mingo serves some fantastic roast chicken and bottled cider.

            

          

          	
            Río Manzanares

             Finish off the evening with a stroll by the newly developed river area by the Puente de Segovia.
							
          

        

      

      
        
          Off-the-beaten-track-Madrid
        

        
          If you’ve got the time and have done the big sights, then why not take a break from the crowds and seek out some of Madrid’s lesser-known, but highly rewarding attractions. Here are some of our suggestions.
        

        
          	
            
              Monasterio de las Descalzas Reales
              

            
             Hidden behind an innocuous-looking door, this sixteenth-century convent is brimming full of artistic treasures.
          

          	
            
              San Francisco el Grande
              

            
             Limited opening hours mean that this magnificent church and its frescoes are often overlooked. 
          

          	
            
              Campo de Moro
              

            
             Surprisingly under-visited, this English-style park below the Palacio Real provides a verdant retreat away from the bustle of the nearby streets.
          

          	
            
              Casa Lope de Vega
              

            
             Step back in time with a visit to this charming little museum in the house where the famous Golden Age dramatist once lived.
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                Lunch
              
               Tucked away at the bottom of one of the little streets in Huertas, La Vaca Veronica serves an excellent menú del dia.

            

          

          	
            
              Museo Nacional del Romanticismo
              

            
             This delightful museum recreates bourgeois life in nineteenth-century Madrid.
          

          	
            
              Museo Sorolla
              

            
             The artist’s elegant former home provides the perfect setting for his luminescent paintings.
          

          	
            
              Lazaro Galdiano
              

            
             Well off the tourist trail, this former private collection gets less than its fair share of attention and yet it houses an amazing cornucopia of art treasures.
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                Drink
              
               Try out the little-known Plaza de Comendadoras and its terrazas for a pre-meal aperitivo.
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                Dinner
              
               Just a handful of tables, but the tiny little Toma serves some tasty creative cuisine.
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        Big Sights

      

      
        	
          
            Museo del Prado
            

          
           Quite simply one of the greatest art museums in the world. 
        

        	
          
            Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza
            

          
           A superb collection of art put together by the Thyssen family and acting as a marvellous complement to the Prado. 
        

        	
          
            Palacio Real
            

          
           A sumptuous royal palace reflecting the past glories of the Spanish royal family. 
        

        	
          
            Estadio Santiago Bernabéu
            

          
           The Galacticos may have gone, but this magnificent stadium merits a visit even if you are unable to get to a game. 
        

        	
          
            Centro de Arte de Reina Sofia
            

          
           An essential stop on the art circuit, the Reina Sofia is home to Picasso’s iconic masterpiece Guernica. 
        

      

    

  
    
      
        Eating Out

      

      
        	
          Regional dishes

           Madrid offers every regional style of Spanish cooking. Try La Barraca for an authentic Valencian paella. 
        

        	
          Haute cuisine

           Ramón Freixa’s flagship restaurant Ramón Freixa Madrid is one of Madrid’s best new celebrity chef restaurants. 
        

        	
          
            Tapas
            

          
           For an authentic night out eating tapas, copy the locals and go bar-hopping in Huertas or La Latina. 
        

        	
          Eating alfresco

           When you start to feel the heat, head outside to eat. The summer rooftop terrace at Gaudeamus has great views. 
        

        	
          Madrid specialities

           The meat and chickpea stew cocido is one of the city’s traditional dishes, try it out at Malacatín. 
        

      

    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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