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I spent last semester studying at Complutense University in Madrid, and it was amazing. I left New 
Zealand at the start of July, having been working in Wellington for the previous 5 months to save 
up for my big trip away. Two amazing months later, at the start of September, I arrived in Madrid, 
well-travelled, more experienced and considerably poorer. I'd been traveling all over the place the 
last couple of months by myself, and I'd met so many amazing people, but I knew no one that was 
going to be living in Madrid. I booked in to a hostel that I had read was one of the largest, in hopes 
of meeting other people about to embark on exchanges and looking for places to live. I had 
studied up to 200 level Spanish at Otago, but with all this time away from university I was really 
rather rusty and even was pretty concerned about speaking. I arrived in the evening and the first 
thing I did when I woke up was go out to buy a phone. I ended up getting the cheapest one I could 
find, (but I don't know if I would really recommend it; when I went overseas later it didn't have 
roaming, so I couldn't receive or send texts). I found it really difficult at first. Although I ended up 
meeting quite a few people at the hostel (you could spot the ones that were looking for flats with 
their laptops on their knees and phones to their ear all day), as my level of Spanish was so low, 
when I tried to ring people it was very difficult to understand and communicate with them. I used 
multiple sites but they were receiving so many requests a day that most of them wouldn't respond 
to emails or text messages. It's hard to find a flat that ticks all the boxes – good people, good 
location, and good flat itself. I wanted to find a flat with Spanish speakers so that I could improve 
my Spanish but most of the flat descriptions didn't say anything about the other people living 
there. And I didn't know which areas were the best. Having been here for long now I can give you a 
wee rundown: 
 
Malasaña : this is a very 'cool' part of town. There are lots glorious little cafes and shops and bars 
at night. One might call this the 'hipster' area, it has a very cool atmosphere to it and it's a great 
place to wander, especially in the evenings, through all the little streets. A fun and happening place 
to live!,  but usually fairly expensive. 
Central : Round the central areas the flats are usually pretty expensive too, although I found some 
cheaper places to live in, it can be done. The location is ideal here, you are right in the middle of 
Malasaña, La Latina, Lavapies etc. You can walk everywhere and everything is close. 
La Latina : Known as tapas central. This area has really nice, cheap flats and is close to town. A 
good place to live I think. 
Lavapies : Lots of little cafes and bars. It's a more 'alternative' area, but you need to be a little more 
careful at night around here too. I think the flats here are cheap as well. 
Embajadores : Embajadores has some rather nice, cheap flats, but it's a bit further away. It's also a 
bit more dangerous apparently and some friends of mine recommended not living there if you 
were a girl likely to be coming back and forth alone by yourself at night a fair bit. The flats are nice 
though. 
Moncloa : I looked at living here as it's close to the university but I'm glad that I chose to live 
somewhere closer to the city. I think there are a fair amount of students living here and it's cheap, 
but there's not as much going on. 



 
I managed to find a flat in the centre close to Plaza de España through a friend of a friend that I 
met. The flat didn't have a living area but my room was big and had a balcony and lots of sun. We 
spent a lot of time in others rooms. I paid 380€ for the room plus another 20ish€ a month for 
'gastos' (electricity and heating). Originally it was with an Australian girl and another girl from 
Venezuela, so I hoped to improve my Spanish. However she returned to Venezuela all of sudden 
and I ended up living with another English speaker and not seeing my Spanish improve. I would 
really recommend trying to be proactive about living in a Spanish flat, or with other exchange 
students that aren't English speakers, as it's so easy to speak in English, and at university, even 
though your classes are in Spanish, you're more likely to spend time with other exchange students. 
I really enjoyed my classes but unfortunately I wasn't taking any Spanish classes, only design ones, 
and although they were in Spanish, I didn't end up having that much class, in hindsight I would 
have liked to take some Spanish papers. I didn't really have to write any essays or anything so my 
Spanish wasn't challenged a whole lot. The thing is that you assume you will just learn Spanish but 
you really have to be proactive about it, you can't wait for the Spanish to come to you. As long as 
you're aware of that, you will be fine. The first two weeks before university we had the free two 
week Spanish course that Complutense offered. The grading test to determine which level you get 
in to is a multi- choice one and I think I somehow managed to get into a course above what I 
should've been. The course was really helpful and I met some great people, but everyone told me 
it was better to stay in a higher level and struggle than move down. I think that it would have been 
more beneficial to be in the class below though, as I struggled to keep up a bit. You should change 
classes if you don't feel like you are really going to learn anything or it's going right over your head. 
 
Someone recommended to me that I should apply for an abono from a Tobacco shop when I first 
arrived, as being a 'joven' (under 23), they would have to send away for it and it would take longer. 
I never ended up getting an abono because I like the 35 minute walk to university and was living in 
the centre so was pretty content to walk everywhere. Most people do though, so it's up to you. 
 
As I didn't know anyone else from New Zealand, let alone Otago, after I had been in Madrid for a 
month or two, I thought I'd look around to see if I could find any other NZers and searched 'from 
New Zealand, living in Madrid' on Facebook and found a couple of people with mutual friends (as 
is always the way with New Zealanders), and we ended up meeting up for coffee and have been 
good friends since. There was a group of us that met up for pavlova and roast chicken on Waitangi 
day. It's always nice to find a bit of homely familiarity, to talk about pineapple lumps and George 
Street with, when you're so far from home. 
 
There are a lot of Erasmus parties and events that go on, I didn't end up going to a lot of them. 
They're good in the first couple of weeks when you don't know many people, but when you start 
to find your own bars and clubs to go to, you want to mix amongst the Spanish people and not just 
exchange students. We, as New Zealanders are not 'Erasmus' students, but international 
students/'estudiantes visitantes', so we aren't always invited to the same things or might miss 
pieces of information, but you can still sign up to the Erasmus network and pay 5€ for an ECN card 
so you can get in to all the events (but again, I didn't really ever end up using mine). I never ended 
up getting a Complutense ID card either. Not intentionally so, I just never really heard much about 
it and think I missed the part about how to do it. I didn't need it, but you will need to get a lot of 
passport photos for all things concerning university – you need one for every class and for other 
things here and there. I just got a whole lot printed out before I left New Zealand but there are 
plenty of little photo booths set up in the big metro stations and around the city that cost 5€ for a 
sheet of photos. 



 
Madrid is so much fun, there is always a lot happening, and a lot of things to see and interesting 
people to see. There are some nice day trips to El Escorial, Toledo or Segovia and it's nice to have 
days just wandering around Madrid looking for nice cafes and street art. I never thought I would 
love Madrid as much as I did. In fact, I am staying on to live here for another semester, but am 
teaching English at a high school. I decided to stay because Madrid gets better and better with 
each day. Apart from all the touristy but wonderful things it has to offer (the art Museums, El 
Rastro, Plaza Mayor, San Miguel market etc), there are so many places you discover – rowing in the 
lake in the beautiful Retiro Park, walking along the river, getting cheap menu del dia from one of 
the many amazing Indian restaurants in Lavapies, getting tapas and exploring all of the little 
interesting streets. I have made a list of some of my favourite places that it took me a while to find 
but are really excellent to hang out in. Madrid is an excellent city - you meet so many amazing 
people, and have so much fun. I love it here and will be very sad to leave. No doubt I shall be back 
some day. Until then, I shall have very fond memories. 
 
Here is a blog entry with lots of photos and stories about my first month in Madrid: 
http://sealionwomancinnamongirl.blogspot.com.es/2012/09/begin.html 
 
Cool places to go in Madrid: 
– Toma Cafe (Calle de la Palma) 
– Lolita Cafe + all of Calle de Santo Espiritu 
– Zombie Bar (Calle de Pez) 
– La Central cafe/bookshop (Callao) 
– San Gines: 24 hour hot chocolate and churro place (best hot chocolate) 
– El Tigre (multiple versions around, good for cheap tapas and drinks) 
– La Sureña (lots around, very popular for students, not the nicest as such but cheap drinks 
and fun) 
– Botellons (many nights, but mainly on Friday nights – hundreds of students gather in Plaza 
de España from 10pm and drink and meet and hangout, it's fantastic, especially when it's warm) 

http://sealionwomancinnamongirl.blogspot.com.es/2012/09/begin.html

