DAY 10 on the Camino: Laid Low

12 June 2007

(Villafranca - San Juan de Ortega - Cardenuela Riopico)
When I woke up at 6.30 am, I thought everyone had gone as it was very quiet, but it turned out almost everyone was still sleeping. This was a sleep-in crowd and no one seemed to be in a hurry to hit the Camino.
Julian had a blister, and of course, Peter had been having blisters from the word ‘go’. But, blisters or no, the show had to go on.

Affected as we were by the relaxed pace at which most people in the room packed, we became the last walkers to leave. The lesbian couple and Roman, the German whose toes were hurting too much for him to walk, were taking the bus.
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	After the initial uphill, it was an unexpectedly pleasant walk on a wide trail flanked by mature pine trees – a welcomed change from wheat fields and vineyards. 

The poppies and the bristly purple viper bugloss were still widespread but some of wild flowers were different here such as the clumps of white flowers opened to face the sun which was also gently warming our backs.




The balmy summer air must have inspired two locals to go a-galloping on their horses. The sound of thundering hooves took me by surprise, as did the remarkably fit dog which tore alongside. 
[image: image2.jpg]


[image: image3.jpg]



We met them again resting at San Juan, and yet again at the little village of Agés. (15.7 km from Villafranca)
	At San Juan de Ortega, many peregrinos had already gathered or were starting to gather around the lone café, next to the albergue which would not be open until 1 pm, a two-hour wait. 

A black Labrador (mixed) kept us company, not for anything else but Arnold’s leftover breakfast of jamon York, queso and pan. 

Other friendly dogs also came to investigate.
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	The 12th century Romanesque and Gothic church of San Nicholas was open.

It held the very simple and the unusually undecorated sepulchre of San Juan. San Juan, who founded a monastery in this then inhospitable region, was a disciple of Santo Domingo de la Calzada.

After San Juan, the trail went through woods and meadows. Pretty wild flowers in the cheerful primary colours of yellow, red and blue, and also purple and lilac ran along the the periphery of the track.  




	We arrived at  Agés, a little village of very old houses  in the midst of tumbling down, at 1.10 pm.

We saw no one else except the equestrians and their panting but happy canine.

Many peregrinos were heading for Atapuerca. 2.5 km away from Agés.
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Atapuerca found itself on the world map in 1994 after several Homo antecessor fossils were discovered at the nearby Gran Dolina site, indicating that the continent had been inhabited for 800,000 years and not 500,000 as previously thought.
 Indeed, on 30 June 2007, two weeks after we had passed through, scientists found a human molar which was more than a million years old. Although this was news in many European papers, we never got to hear about it. Indeed, one loses touch with the world on the Camino. 
For instance, I didn’t even know that our Prime Minister had re-married until a month after the event.
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	The information office which organizes site visits was closed. It was 2 pm, time for the Spanish siesta. Siesta is fine for those who are participants, but not for others who need to get things done. Since we couldn’t site-see, we tried other sights, essentially San Martin’s parish church (16th century). That, too, was closed. The graveyard, however, was quite a pretty sight with poppies and bushes of white daisies.
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The sun was burning in all its glory. Arnold lay down in the grass to absorb  the UV rays for which he had an obsessive fondness. Peter nursed his blisters, while I sat in the meagre shade and wished, unsuccessfully, for a KAS Limon to appear.
	Most unexpectedly, we found a bar-restaurante which hadn’t closed for the siesta. 

We had tapas of tortilla, chorizo (buena!) and pulpo (octopus). 

Slowly savouring our meal, we didn’t realize that the pony-tailed bar-tender was patiently waiting for us to finish so that he could have his siesta. Poor guy. 

We only cottoned on at about 3 pm, thanked him, apologized profusely and hurriedly left. 

The terrier was shooed out after us, and then he latched the door.
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	The road to our final stop, Cardeňuela Riopico, was a long rocky stretch with a strenuous uphill, at the top of which was a simple cross, dramatically soaring above the stark landscape, more impressive than the highest flag pole in the world.  

I’m not sure whether this was the cross commemorating the victims of the Spanish Civil War.

Today, we heard the cuckoo in two different areas.

After passing by a dismal landscape – what looked like a quarry – we arrived at Cardeňuela. 

One of the first people we saw sitting outside the bar was Daniel. Alamak!!!


We registered for the albergue at the bar. It was a small single storey bungalow with only one dark room for sleeping. Julian got an upper bunk, while Peter and I got foam mattresses wedged in the 40 degree angle between the floor and the sloping roof. Not surprisingly, I managed to bang my head against the concrete roof. I could hear the echo bouncing off the domed wall of my skull, proof that there was nothing much inside.

There was a shower with curtains and a toilet with a door that didn’t lock -- all in one room. The door to this room didn’t close properly. You “locked” it by pushing one end of a broom against the handle and the other end against the sink cupboard. The shower was so badly designed that water seeped out into the outer room.

	But I liked the albergue. It was small, and despite all its setbacks, rather cosy. 

It allowed friendships to develop, and indeed, I got to know Mercedes a little better, and could even let down my defences apropos Daniel. 

Moreover, there was free Internet. We were so grateful for this that we didn’t complain even when the connection laboured slowly along like a slug crossing a wheat field.
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We arrived to find two men who had frequently overtaken us on the Camino completely knocked out by a ferocious stomach bug. One was a French Canadian, the other an Italian -- which meant that they didn’t speak much English. They were so sick, they meekly swallowed the ten capsules of probiotics Peter gave them, no questions asked. 
By evening time, the Canadian, Mario, had indeed got better and could walk around, thus proving the efficacy of probiotics against stomach bugs. In fact, our policy on probiotics has always been “Don’t leave home without it.” The Italian had recovered considerably by the next morning.
Before we left for dinner, I asked them whether they wanted some soup from the restaurant, and as I spoke neither French nor Italian, I had to communicate in my pathetic Spanish. They said they wanted soup, or at least that was what I understood. At the restaurant, I asked Mercedes, who spoke fluent Spanish, to ask for soup for the guys.

“Soup? They want soup?” Mercedes responded in disbelief. But she spoke to the senora anyway who gave her one big pot of soup to take to them. It turned out that they didn’t want the soup, so it was either my Spanish that was bad or theirs.

The aforementioned senora was both cook and waitress, her skill at the former far surpassing the latter. First, she dug in a cupboard for the cutlery and then the serviettes to wipe them clean before plonking them down on our table. Then, putting one hand on the table, and the other on her wide hips, she recited the menu del dia at the speed of light. By now, however, we had become quite familiar with some food names so she didn’t have to repeat herself too many times nor sigh in exasperation at our incomprehension.
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	So we had the macaroni, fish soup (wonderfully tasty with fish, clams, mussels and prawns), chicken and lomo (pork loin). 

All the segundos came with pickled peppers which looked like the red tongues of  devils in a Chinese hell.

In between bringing out the courses, the señora had to look after her grandchildren which mainly involved giving them ice-cream from the Nestle freezer, and giving herself cigarette breaks. 

She was a woman who efficiently multi-tasked. It was a good meal and she beamed like a kid who had been awarded an A grade when we told her so.


Come bedtime, I carefully eased myself into my 40 degree angle, sank into the sagging foam mattress, and plugged my ears ready for an onslaught of Daniel’s ear-drum shattering snores.
Distance covered: 24.6 km
_____________________________________________________________________
_
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	wondersf  on Aug 17, '07
You must have taken some notes to remember the details. Good that we can all sit down now and think back all those wonderful or torturous moments.
Hey thanks for sharing!
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	Junglewallah on Aug 17, '07
    wondersfwrote
       “You must have taken some notes to remember the details. Good that we can all sit

       down now and think back all those wonderful or torturous moments.
      Hey thanks for sharing!”
Yes, I always keep a journal on my trips. If I hadn't done that on the Camino, I wouldn't even be able to recall the names of towns/villages we overnighted at.

	
	

	
	


