DAY 21 on the Camino: At the Cross

23 June 2007

(Murias – Rabanal – El Acebo)
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	Today’s weather forecast was for a hot and calm day, which proved correct – YAY! --  although we didn’t think so when we left a freezing Murias in the morning. 

There was evidence all along the trail that we had been preceded by a farmer and his sheep, but as long as you kept a watchful eye on the ground, it was an enjoyable walk to the next township of Santa Catalina de Somoza.


At the entrance into Santa Catalina, a man sat selling the peregrino accessories of the stave, scallop and gourd. Sales couldn’t have been brisk as most people would already have got them, but perhaps it was just an excuse for him to bask in the sun (while his wife toiled in the fields?) after his café con leche with a shot of alcohol. Santa Catalina was a pretty village with a pretty homely albergue which, however, wasn’t listed on our map. Albergues on the Camino come and go, so that one that wasn’t, is; or one that was, isn’t. 
Sometimes, you just have to take a chance. If I had known about this albergue, and if I had had the energy to walk the next 5 km, I would have loved to put up in this albergue which looked like something out of Country Life.
	El Ganso, the next stop, struck a different note. I was amused by the cowboy bar there. 

Perhaps, just the fact that it was different compelled almost every peregrino to stop and have a coffee surrounded by cowboy memorabilia and the continuous whine of country and western music.

 If only they served whatever it was that cowboys eat because food was limited to pastries, and by 10 am, you wanted something a bit substantial like curry laksa.
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	Seven kilometers away was Rabanal. The walk there was a wonderful ramble along a narrow dirt trail flanked by wild flowers which attracted birds, bees, insects, spiders and all manner of life on the lower rungs of the food chain.

 Indeed, it was a lovely walk throughout the whole day today.


After an uphill, we came to Rabanal at 11.40 am and went to an albergue with a bar and which served food to all and sundry. I wanted the eggs and sausage – hadn’t had eggs for a while – but no, they didn’t serve that until 1 pm. We wanted something else on the menu, but sorry, not until 1 pm. So what could we have? Bocadillos. So bocadillos it would have to be.
	Julian and Peter opted for the sausage (which turned out to be salami) bocadillos.

I ordered the lomo (pork loin) bocadillo. It took a long time coming, and when it appeared, it was a three piece pork loin whopper, succulent with oil and seasoned with paprika. 

There was enough lomo for all three of us. 

However, what I couldn’t understand was – surely it was easier to fry two eggs than three pieces of lomo, so why was it all right for them to cook the lomo now but had to wait until 1 pm to cook the eggs?
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As we were eating, other peregrinos started coming in, including the Italian couple we met yesterday. The man thanked Peter profusely for the probiotics as his diarrhea stopped that very evening. We were not to see them again until right at the end of the Camino, by which time we were on the verge of becoming a distant memory to them, like an old fading photograph in sepia.
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	We left at 12.45 pm for the slow uphill trudge to Foncebadon at 1,500 m. We were now walking up the mountains that we saw from a distance at Rabanal. 

It was a beautiful walk and the vegetation change was obvious. There was groundcover in purple, white and yellow, and bushes in burgundy, rust and mulberry, some bursting in sunny yellow blooms. 

We saw our first ferns. We also saw Markus soaking up the sun like his beloved reptiles. He was alone. Returning his wave, we went on until we arrived at Foncebadon at 2.10 pm.


	Foncebadon was a small, rather untidy, village with at least three albergues. We stopped outside one to have a much needed KAS Limon from the machine, and the owner came out to take a couple of pictures with us because we were the first Malaysians he had met. 

Peter e-mailed him the photographs when we came back to Malaysia, and he replied twice, but it was a relationship not destined to flourish  as neither could quite make out what the other was writing about.
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We saw Heike putting out her washing, as cheerful as always. She didn’t walk with Connie and didn’t know where she was. Vaute and Enzio were also there. Markus came a little while later. “Don’t ask,” he said when we enquired about his travelling companions. Something had obviously happened, but it was none of our business, so we said our goodbyes and moved on.
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	A few kilometres out of Foncebadon was the Cruz de Ferro, or the Iron Cross, at the summit of Mont Irago (1504m). This simple cross rose starkly out of a milladoiro, a mound of stones, referred to as “mountains of Mercury” by the Romans. Traditionally, pilgrims brought stones from their homeland to add to the pile, symbolically laying down their sins and unhappiness at the foot of the cross. I lay Joan’s and Cecilia’s stones on top of the pile, and added a stone for myself, one for Caroline and one for Keith. That it was Keith’s birthday today added an extra dimension to this simple act. Somehow, it touched me that these were stones from my homeland, Malaysia, despite the fact that Malaysia didn’t fully accept me as having sprung from its soil.  I understood why Juan Carlos was openly weeping there. I was feeling rather teary myself. Peter left a crucifix among the many personal effects of earlier peregrinos  -- scallop shells, ID cards, bandanas, religious pictures, photos.  And Julian left a 20 sen Malaysian coin.


We left Juan Carlos and his handycam together with his friend, Jaime, to ponder over their lives and made our way to Manjarin, an abandoned village with only one resident, Tomas, who ran a refugio with no proper sanitation. Tomas claimed to be a direct descendent of the Knights Templar, but his more mundane reputation was that of a crackpot who rang a bell in greeting of every peregrino who passed by.
	Forewarned is forearmed, so they say. 

Hence, it was with a sense of anxious curiosity that I walked past Tomas’s refugio which resembled the crazy patchwork of a haphazardly knocked up house in shanty town. 

As we descended the slope, a middle-aged man rang the bell. I wasn’t sure whether it was the Tomas, but hurried past with no intention of finding out, fearful that we might be coerced to stay and participate in some ancient Templar ritual.
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We pushed to El Acebo, plodding along the mountain footpath through scenery reminiscent of New Zealand, with the mandatory cows. The trail was arduous and rocky and felt much much longer than the 6.9 km on the map. It was also very hot.
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	My left shoulder was acting up, and many times I had to put my hands behind me, pushing up my pack to relieve the weight on my shoulders. 
At one point, I even sat down to rest. If it hadn't been for the magnificent landscape, this would have been a walk of misery of the highest degree. 
Peter helped me by carrying my pack for part of the way, in addition to his own.


Finally, we saw the clustered grey roofs of El Acebo in the distance, but it was still a long way down very steep slopes of loose stones and hairpin bends. We did get there eventually at 6.10 pm.
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	The albergue was attached to a bar and as there were only seven people in the huge room, it was nice and quiet. 

When we went to the restaurante for dinner, who should we meet but Connie who was putting up in another albergue farther up the road. 

As there were several other peregrinos in the restaurante, the senora, of the order of the Michelin man, suggested we join the tables.


When we first arrived at the bar-albergue, I was rather nonplussed by the senora who kept rolling her eyes in a “what-lah?” kind of way, as if we had said or done something to deserve her scorn. Then I noticed she rolled her eyes when she said we could join the tables. 
And as she took our orders for the menu del dia, her eyes kept making full orbits in their sockets, so this was either a habit or an uncontrollable reflex.
	In addition to Connie, there were three (tall) Dutchmen, cycling the Camino to raise funds for cancer patients and who, because of this effort, were heroes in their hometown. There was Anna-Rose, a gentle German woman who spoke English and a very academic Spanish. She was a volunteer with Hospice. Finally, there was the Spaniard, Yolanda, who was forced to remain quiet as the lingua franca today was again English, unless Anna-Rose spoke to her. In the course of conversation, I found out that Connie was a writer, and also a fund-raiser for the Los Angeles Opera. She was walking the Camino to decide her next move in life.
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I had my soundest sleep on the Camino that night, and although I was sleeping just ten paces away from the toilet, I didn’t have to get up at all.
Distance covered  32.6 km
_____________________________________________________________________
[The Knights Templar were a group of warrior monks which was formed to protect pilgrims to Jerusalem. When Jerusalem fell in 1244, they were viewed as heretical idol worshippers indulging in secret rites, and their leaders were burned. In today's papers,  The Star 7/10/07, there was a report that the Vatican would publish a new book, Procesessus contra Templarios, based on documents which had not been seen for 700 years, which would restore the reputaof the Knights Templar.]

