DAY 18 on the Camino: Lion City

20 June 2007

(Mansilla – Leon)
I was as anxious to leave the mess of humanity at the Mansilla albergue as some peregrinos were to finish their Camino stint at Leon.  Ramon, the Spaniard we met earlier at Terradillos and who was calling it a day at Leon, had a spring in his step today and a smile as wide as the beach he was taking his family to hereafter.
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	A medieval bridge over a pretty river on whose banks wild flowers rioted led us out of Mansilla and onto to the trail, populated with snails and slugs, to Villamoros. 

The sun was a weak apparition and our breaths steamed in the cold air.

About two hours later, we arrived at Puente Villarente. Although I had sworn off bocadillos for the rest of the week, I was too hungry to keep my vow.

 However, the bread was fresh, not too crusty and the se?ora had packed a good mouthful of ham in it. 

Peter had the best bocadillo so far on the Camino – hot, freshly cooked tortilla with ham and oozing with melted cheese!


	We must have taken the wrong turn after that as we couldn’t see any of the familiar yellow arrows, but followed Jan who was striding confidently with his two walking sticks along a dirt trail imprinted with giant paw and hoof prints, and littered with sheep droppings. We realized we were on the wrong track when we spied other peregrinos along the road running perpendicular to us, so we swerved across a cornfield to finally jump over a three foot wide flooded drain. Julian and I helped to haul Jan across, all six feet plus of him. “Malaysians and Dutch helping each other,” he commented after that, shook our hands, and marched off.
	[image: image2.jpg]





It was now getting hot.  There was a brief uphill through Arcahueja, a modern looking township with a pleasant rest area followed by a walk through Valdelafuente, a busy unattractive township of car showrooms and workshops.

By noon, we arrived at Puente Castro, a suburb whose machine workships would have given me a sense of déjà vu – it was Valdelafuente all over again – if it weren’t for intrusion of the El Corte Ingles billboard.
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We eventually arrived in Leon itself and followed the yellow arrows to the municipal albergue, a grey uninviting building, looking more jail than haven. Perhaps it was the knowledge that we were not going to stay there that made me see it in such an unfavourable light because we learned, later, that it was a great place to stay in.
In a nearby block of apartments, a woman was leaning out of the window, and she had obviously made it her life’s mission to direct people to the albergue.
	 When we told her we were looking for a hostal, she was only too happy to offer her services, pointing us towards the parador San Marcos, insisting that it was al mejor, but without adding that it was also muy caro. 

The Parador San Marcos is one of Spain’s most attractive hotels, so I’ve read, and used to be a monastery and a pilgrim hostel; it’s ironic how former medieval pilgrim hostels are now only affordable to (mostly) non-pilgrims with a certain disposal income.
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	Going around in circles with a pack on your back is neither anyone’s idea of a good time nor the most enjoyable way to see a city. We couldn’t’ see any hostals, nor could anyone direct us to one. Later, we were to find out that we had been wandering  about in the wrong area.

There was always the albergue, but this was one of my lowest points on the Camino. I was tired. My left shoulder hurt, my feet hurt. I was tired of albergues and crowds, tired of putting up with inconsiderate people, tired of noise, tired of loud snores, tired of sleeping with strangers, tired of sharing bathrooms, tired of seeing Frenchmen potter around in their jocks.
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Just as I was thinking of maxing my credit card at San Marcos, we found AC Hotel, just opposite the El Corte Ingles, for which we coughed up €127+ for the night’s stay. Walking into the modern, quiet, private, calm and clean hotel room was as exquisite and soothing as slipping into a warm bath.
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	What a joy it was to use a real towel instead of a one foot square piece of chamois cloth, to have proper scented soap, (we had been using hair shampoo for everything), to lie between crisp clean bed linen, to lay my head on a firm clean pillow and to know that for the next several hours, there was going to be peace, peace, and more peace. 

I was going to relish that as a condemned man savours the last few hours of his life.


Near the hotel was the Restaurante Casa Rong which, being Chinese, advertised that they were abierto todos los dias (open every day). I had expected Chinese food with a Spanish twist, but surprisingly what we had was authentic fried mee hoon with shrimps, and duck with rice. It amazed me how these people could uproot themselves from China and come to, of all places, Leon.
	Leon originated as a Roman fortress in AD68, and although it means “lion” in Spanish (and lions are an over-riding symbol here), the name actually derives from the Roman legion, Legio VII Gemina.  
Like many of the bigger towns on the Camino, Leon has an old quarter with typically narrow medieval cobbled streets, and the new quarter which makes it similar to many other Spanish towns.

The two outstanding monuments in Leon are the Cathedral and the San Isidora basilica where the remains of the saint lie. 
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	As we had spent the afternoon in luxurious sleep, we were faced with a case of how to view two major landmarks in an hour.

Basilica de San Isidora, was a rather simple building built into the impressive city walls. 

It was dark inside and all we managed to do was have a quick skim before dashing off to the Cathedral like cartoons on fast forward.


	“Leon Cathedral has more glass than stone, more light than glass, and more faith than light,” said Pope John XXIII.  

And indeed, the stained glass windows were an awesome kaleidoscope of colours in stark constrast to the dark interior of the Cathedral which, though not as impressive as the Burgos Cathedral, had its fair share of cloisters and chapels.
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	The Cathedral had been built over Roman baths and so had been in danger of collapsing, but engineering ingenuity and painstaking restoration work in the 19th century had saved it. 

Hanging above the cathedral doors is the supposed carcass of the evil mole which was blamed for tunnelling under the Cathedral. 

However, the carcass is actually a tortoise. Truth be told, I didn’t see this shrivelled specimen myself. I only read about it.

We had all of half-an-hour to nose around until shooed out by an impatient official who strode about, ostentatiously switching off the lights with determined up-flips.
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	By that time, it was the Spanish hour for promenades as the floodgates released grandparents, grandchildren, parents, singles, doubles and all manner of combinations into the square, streets and walkways. Everyone was oblivious to the light drizzle. We did the walkabout ourselves, keeping half an eye out for a place to dine in. But Leon was a big city which kept to the Spanish custom of serving dinner only at 9.30 pm. We were peregrinos who needed to turn in early and whose needs mismatched tradition, so where could we have early dinner?


	Abierto todos los dias!  

The answer – Casa Rong. 

And we could have added Y todos las horas. (And all hours). 

We were welcomed back like old friends. We had the set menu for three people priced at €21.75 for seven dishes: salad, spring rolls, fried rice, chicken with mushrooms, beef with bamboo shoots, sweet and sour pork and fries. 

Such a lot of food.
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Graham, the Kiwi, was also dining at Casa Rong, and came over to exchange his left-over bottle of wine for cups of Chinese tea (provided FOC) and potato chips. We learned that he was 80-years-old, probably one of the oldest people ever to walk the Camino. He had just trekked 700 km in Australia and would have gone farther had he not sprained his ankle. I hope that if I reached that age, I too would have the strength to walk with a pack on my back like Graham although I know I can never hope to have his sense of direction, a skill that was never programmed into my spatial intelligence.

And thus ended one of our best days on the Camino, comfort-wise.

As I slid into the starched smoothness of my bed after yet another glorious shower, I brushed aside the little lint of nagging guilt that we were being too un-pilgrim-like, and went out like the light.

Buen Camino!
Distance covered 18.4 km
_____________________________________________________________________
