DAY 17 on the Camino: Who Took My Blanket? 

19 June 2007 

(Calzada – Reliegos – Mansilla de las Mulas)
The weather looked promising without a breath of wind when we left Calzada at 7.30 am. We back-tracked to the highway and got a bit muddled as to the right road to follow. Passing motorists must have noticed the befuddled look on my face, for at least two of them waved us towards the right direction.

I was looking forward to arriving at Bercianos, 5 km away, which we were supposed to end up at yesterday, as someone had told us that it was a beautiful town. It turned out to be nothing very special, but we had an apple cake which tasted a lot better than it looked. After more than two weeks, I was having problems remembering what each little town or village looked like.
We arrived at El Burgo Ranero at 11 am. There appeared to be a new section of town with a hotel, and an old section with a church which formed part of the Camino. I thought the hotel and the church were perfect images for the juxtaposition of the modern psyche with the old.
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As I was emerging with an ice-cream and a drink from the tienda, a friendly se?ora greeted me.

“Me llamo Maria,” she said. “Como se llama?” 
FINALLY, the first lessons in the Spanish phrase books that I tried so hard to remember became useful. This was the first, and also the last, time anyone spoke to us like a phrase book, which goes to show that “My name is…..” and “What’s your name?” are, most surprisingly, not in common usage.

The senora spoke a little English, but much less than our very little Spanish, so the conversation was mostly helped along by hand gestures, a lot of nodding and miles of smiles. In fact, all that I learned was that Maria was going home to cook lunch. 
Then Maria’s friend came and entered the disjointed conversation. There were more hand gestures, more nods and more smiles. This time, I understood nothing.
A sudden surge of senoras indicated that a church service had just ended. (The women went to church while the men frequented the bars.)
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	This meant that the 16th century El Salvador Church was open, so we left Maria to carry on an animated and obviously more interesting conversation with her friend – she seemed in no hurry to go home and cook lunch – and had a look at the church which had the same mud and straw plastered walls that we had seen in an earlier village. It was rather  unexpectedly simple inside. The Padre was there with a German visitor and he gave Peter a copy of a poem by Eugenio Gariby, which he signed with “Feliz peregrinacion!” One day, I hope my Spanish will be good enough to translate the poem with some coherence.


	Reliegos, the next town, was 12.8 km away. 

Nature may abhor a vacuum, but here she filled it with nothing but wheat fields and a cloudy sky which eventually executed its threat to rain on us.

It was like the Polar Journey minus the ice and snow.There was nothing in the distance to mark our progress or aim towards except more fields and sky.

It was so deserted you’d think that there had been a nuclear fallout.
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	The only other peregrino who trudged behind us eventually vanished. 

Fewer than ten cars used the parallel road the whole day. 

The reason, I worked out later, was that most people avoided this stretch by taking the bus.

Finding a suitable toilet stop was as difficult as looking for shade in the desert. 

There were no bushes, and when you finally saw something which offered a little privacy, you discovered that 200 other peregrinos before you had thought the same.


	However, benches had been thoughtfully placed at regular intervals. There were also concrete columns with the pilgrim cross and scallop along the way which reassured us that we were on the right track.

It started to rain. All the books I had read described this part of the meseta as being gruelling and hot, but our experience was quite different, and I was thankful I had decided against just packing shorts and a t-shirt for this.
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	In fact, we spent the entire time in rain jackets and rain pants. 

I was grateful too that I had bitten the bullet and broken my purse strings on a pair of gore-tex rain pants on my last trip to Taipei.

I watched with satisfaction at the rain drops rolling off my pants as easily as balls of mercury along a wooden floor.


	It was a relief to finally arrive at Reliegos. I was beginning to think we had missed a turn, or taken a wrong one. 

Reliegos is famous for its underground wine cellars, but under the present circumstances, we were more ready for a coffee than an alcoholic refreshment. 

After sustenance of tortilla and bacon on bread, we set off on the final stretch to Mansilla  in the rain and cold which had intensified.
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	Just outside Mansilla de las Mulas (named after its now defunct mule market) was a monument of tired pilgrims.

 It was easy enough to identify with the guy who had collapsed on the steps, even though he was carved out of stone. 

Mansilla must have been some kind of medieval fortified city judging by the remnants of walls still standing.


The small doorway at the albergue opened into a little peregrino city. The office was packed, but the busy hospitaleros were friendly in a hearty kind of way. We stuck the first pin on Malaysia on their world map, a rather solitary one against the dense population of pins in Europe.
	After the office area, we went through a courtyard delightfully blooming with flowers, their cheery red uplifting tired spirits. 
But the magic ended as soon as we walked through the door on the other side, for there a warren of rooms and dark passages throbbed like a hive of bees. 
The unisex showers added to my misery, but thankfully, I was the only one in the bathroom when I had my shower.
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There were many rooms and many beds placed so close together JAIS officers could have a field day arresting people for khalwat.  An obnoxious Swiss old man usurped my lower bunk bed and then started to whine for a blanket. I had a blanket on my new bed, and although I wasn’t going to use it, I wasn’t about to offer it to the old geezer.
We had dinner at a cosy little restaurant where, among other peregrinos, we met a very friendly American couple with whom we carried on a conversation across tables. Apart from the usual pleasantries about the weather and our respective children, we griped about life in the albergues and people who walked around in their underwear. 
We had, of course, more tales to tell as they always made a beeline for costlier private quarters unless they didn’t have a choice – much like the Canadians, Cannon and Maureen.
	What came out of this, however, was the realization on my part that, unless you had stayed mostly at albergues, you wouldn’t really have the full breadth of the Camino experience. 

For instance, the most interesting experience they had, they said, was talking to people at Santo Domingo. 

Santo Domingo was a long way back, and if they hadn’t had any interesting experiences since then, they certainly didn’t do any justice to themselves and to the Camino. 

Nonetheless, we enjoyed their company and the opportunity to converse in a language we were all fluent in.
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	When we went back to the albergue, the Swiss geezer was lying flat on his bed, with a blanket pulled up to his ancient chin. 

“Madam,” he called out in his high-pitched voice, “if you need a blanket, you have to ask from one of the workers here. It’s going to be cold tonight.” 

The bugger had pinched the blanket from my bed! 

I hoped there were bed bugs in it! 

 I had my revenge the next morning when I took a picture of him with his boxers half-way down his droopy butt.

	
	


That night, the room shook with the combined contributions of a multitude of snorers. Even Julian had difficulty sleeping. One young Spaniard, out of sheer frustration, walked out and slept on the floor in the next room. I wonder if they have a gun law in Spain.
Distance covered 31.7 km
_____________________________________________________________________
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	moorywa  on Sep 13, '07
Your so funny, your writings make me smile on most occasions. I cant believe someone would steal a blanket from another trehher. Hope god forgave him.
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	junglewallah  on Sep 13, '07
   moorywa  wrote
   “your writings make me smile on most occasions “
Glad it could make someone smile..... :-)
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	tilleyhat  on Sep 13, '07
This old man was an Austrian and his actions put many people off in the Alberques.I guess he was looking for meaning in his life. Unfortunately, we'll meet these sort of people in our journey of life.


