DAY 20 on the Camino: A Slam in the Face 

22 June 2007 

(San Martin – Astorga – Murias de Richivaldo)
Our twentieth day on the Camino – we were starting our countdown to Santiago.
Breakfast, prepared by the hospitaleros, was simple: café con leche served in soup bowls (so it seemed), muffins and bread. We were the last ones to leave, as was usual. Today, we were headed for Astorga, one of the major towns along the Camino, and beyond.
It was still cold and a low sheet of grey cloud hovered over us like some mother ship, blocking out the sun valiantly trying to break through. The 8.5 km to Hospital de Orbigo was a pleasant walk along a lane running parallel to the highway which was half kept out of sight by the abundance of bushes and wild flowers which attracted butterflies, dragonflies, and insects. With frogs in the stream, it felt like a nature walk.
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	It was 9.45 am when we arrived at Hospital de Orbigo. 
A Roman bridge, the 800 year old, 20 arch Puente del Paso Honroso, led to the quiet little town.
In 1434, a nobleman of the town resided at the bridge for two weeks before the feast of Santiago. 
Each passing pilgrim had to declare that his wife was the most beautiful woman in the Christian world, or be challenged to a fight. 
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Apparently, several pilgrims were killed. When we crossed the bridge, an angler in his thigh-high gum boots was in the stream below, but he left us pretty well alone.
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	The two churches there were opened for peregrinos to visit, a rare thing; and even rarer still,  two elderly senoras were posted in each church, waiting patiently in the cold pews to stamp pilgrim passports and distribute information about the churches.

The next village was Villars de Orbigo. When we were at the bar for a snack of tortilla and tostado), an Italian couple we had met many times on the Camino but never learnt their names trudged in. 

The husband flopped weakly into a chair, and sank his head in his hands. He was suffering from the peregrino’s bane – food poisoning, and was desperate enough to swallow the 10 capsules of probiotics Peter offered him without reading the label.


It was another nice walk through greenery, a complete contrast to the day before. Along the lane, we caught up with Graham. He had started off from the San Martin albergue at 6.30 am, but spent two hours getting lost. Poor man. We left him resting in the shade and moved on. We never saw Graham again.
	By noon, we passed by the farmlands of Santibanez de Valdeglesias where a cow tried to follow us until it was chased back by the farmer. There were more cows and their calves farther on including a herd in a paddock. One cow stuck her head through the fence to be patted. Another saw what was happening and came for its share of the affection. My experience with cows is limited to watching them chew grass the way  teenagers chew gum.  I think now that cows may have feelings too.
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After this we followed the cobbly stoney wide dirt track, and apart from the cold wind, it was a pleasant walk away from the traffic of the highway. The scenery was changing and in the distance, mountains started appearing, a warning of what was to come in the next few days. In an hour or so, there was an uphill which led to  flat terrain. Along the way, we were stunned by a field covered with white daisies stretching to the horizon like a blanket of snow. Then we arrived at the San Toribio Cross, after which it was downhill on concrete all the way to San Justo.
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It was 2.05 pm when we set foot in San Justo, tired and hungry. As Astorga was still some distance away, we stepped randomly into a bar-restaurante for lunch. Rather redneck in ambience, it was filled with the cigarette smoke of the lunch crowd, and noisy with a group of men at cards. There was a short but obvious silence as we came in, as they eyed us with some curiosity. It was probably the first time any Asians had stepped into this establishment.

The senora, however, bustled around  with cheerful friendliness serving us, firstly, a big bowl of noodle soup followed by an unusual salad of chickpeas, octopus, hard-boiled eggs, mussels, shrimps, peppers, tuna, crab stick, olives and onions. After that, she came with a plate piled with cold mixed meats – ham, pork, beef, chorizo, lamb and pig ears!  I wondered whether this was a kitchen-sink concoction, cobbled together with the leftovers from the tapas bar.
Whatever it was, it energized us for the walk into Astorga right smack into siesta time. Therefore, the 15th century cathedral was closed as was the Palacio Epsicopal built by Gaudi (thus its Disneyland turrets). A couple of peregrino cylists lay asleep on the benches while a man twanged on his guitar and sang something unmemorable though loud.
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	Astorga is well-known for its chocolates, but at that time, I was more water-deprived than sugar-deprived. 

As it was siesta time, we just peered through the windows at the nut-studded blocks in brown, cream, milky-green, ginger and milky-blue. 

I wasn’t about to add any more weight to my pack anyhow.
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Since we couldn’t find a drinks machine, we wandered into an albergue to get drinks from their machine. The hospitalero, finding out that we were not staying, was so peeved at that audacity that he slammed the door shut in our faces while we were sitting in the hall. That being the case, we shook the dust off our feet and left. Ah – the true spirit of the modern Camino…..
	The trail to Murias de Richivaldo, our intended destination today, was mostly and tiresomely concrete. 

At 5.30 pm, we arrived at the albergue, a delightful small place with a rustic feel and whose wide doorway framed a view of the mountains. 

We were pleased to see Connie and Heike again, and also the French couple Christoff and Chantal whom we met about a week ago.
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Some other people arrived, including the Swede, Markus, and his travelling companions, an American woman and her young daughter. We had seen Markus a few  times, but our only communication had merely been a wave from a distance. From the way they consulted him over small details, he appeared to have taken them under his wing, and understandably so as Markus came across as a rescuer of people in distress.

At the dinner table that night were three Americans, one German, one Swede,  three Malaysians and the French couple. The lingua franca was English, for a change, as almost everyone spoke English. Christoff and Chantal, it must be said to do them justice, had always attempted to speak in English. The temperature was dropping as quickly as the wind was starting up and it would have been a treat to have a hot soup as a starter instead of the bean salad. Everyone thus welcomed the hot Bolognese sauce for the spaghetti, the next course.

Although it was still too early for bed after dinner, it was too cold to stay outside so everyone popped into their sleeping bags. I still had my journal to update.  I sat in the courtyard, it being too dark in the room, shivering in my jacket while I dashed off the day’s events and experiences in a trembling hand.

The snore level was tolerable that night, but I still had a miserable night’s sleep as practically all the beds creaked, and Julian who occupied the bunk above mine was unusually restless. With about twenty people in the room, there was always someone moving or turning.  On top of that, I had a headache, my legs hurt and I couldn’t find the Tylenol. All part of the Camino experience!
Distance covered 26.7 km
_____________________________________________________________________
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	kiarabunch  on Oct 4, '07
Long time no write!! Anyway, after reading your 20th day on the Camino, I was secretly hoping that your journey shall never end - so that we can continue to look forward to it from time to time!!
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	Junglewallah on Oct 4, '07
Have been busy with end-of-term assessments, marking, etc lah. Happy to know that you are still reading this journal :-)

	
	

	
	


