DAY 22 on the Camino: A Castle 

24 June 2007 

(El Acebo – Ponferrada – Cacabelos)
As was usual with albergues, we picked our way down the stairs and went out through the back door together with a young German peregino who had spent all of the day before sleeping, giving me the (wrong) impression that he was a bit under the weather. It was 8 am and mercifully sunny. 
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	The stony mountain trail led down to Riego de Ambros, about an hour’s pleasant walk, where there were a number of friendly dogs, but no coffee.

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.
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So we proceeded down the continuous rocky trail, including a brief passage through a forested region, to Molinaseca.  We met Anna-Rose along the way. She wasn’t feeling well and was  therefore taking her time. Julian, being young and adapted to rock and pebble-strewn trails, had bounced on ahead.

At the end of the trail, just as we entered Molinaseca, a farmer stood by his wagon of cherries, cheerfully offering us a 1 kg bag for €2 while spraying us with spit  through the gaps of what was left of his teeth. This was cheap considering that we had been paying more than €3 per 100 g in the city.
	Fifty metres away, Julian was sitting outside a church near the fuente.

“Did you buy cherries?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Did you also?”

“Yes.”

So we now had two bags of cherries. The farmer had sold more than a kilo for €1.50 to Julian. We sat outside the (closed) church, washed the cherries at the fuente and ate as much as we could. 

Then Anna-Rose came along. She was carrying a small bag of cherries, maybe 300 g. She had paid €2 for them.
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Much later, we met Vaute and Anzio with their bag of cherries for which they had paid €1.
At that time, we were walking through a neighbourhood where cherry trees heavy with ripe fruit languished in almost every garden, and I doubt if anyone would have minded had we reached up and picked some off the trees.
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We had breakfast with Anna-Rose at a bar-restaurante by a Romanesque bridge – deliciously light crusty croissants with jamon York and queso washed down with a perfect café con leche. 
It was a Sunday. 
The church bells rang and choral music drifted from some unseen loudspeakers. 
We thought Sunday mass had started, so we said a quick goodbye to Anna-Rose, knowing that we’d never see each other again since she wasn’t planning to get to Santiago for lack of time.
	We followed the music to the church, and to our surprise, it was dark and quiet inside. 

I didn’t even notice the priest sitting quietly near the altar.

 People started trickling in. Those in their Sunday best were obviously coming for mass, others in their shorts and t-shirts were probably tourists, while we were clearly the peregrinos. 

What wasn’t so obvious was when mass was starting. We decided we couldn’t wait.
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As we were leaving for Ponferrada, we met Juan Carlos and Jaime who had spent the night at Tomas’s.  
When asked about it, Jaime brought his five fingers together, kissed the convergence and exclaimed, “Bellisimo!”  At least, I think that was what he said. 
Tomas had actually cooked them a paella and treated them to a spectacular bonfire more than ten feet high. 
He was either losing his groove or  had yielded to the temptation of the peregrino dinero.
The most outstanding monument at Ponferrada was the Castle of the Knights Templar.
It was everything that I had expected of a castle – the turrets with the flags flying, the bridge, the moat, and the seemingly impenetrable walls. 
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	Unfortunately for us, renovation work was in progress, thus depriving us of a snoop around inside.

Nothing in Ponferrada makes you forget you are in an ancient Knightsville -- from the castle embossed on manhole covers to the Templario flags flapping everywhere and the souvenirs.
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We decided not to join the crowd in the square but walked a little way out of town, and ended up having lunch in a restaurante supposed to be famous for its pulpo. 
We started with a cabbage soup which tasted rather like kiam chai terng, making me feel a little nostalgic for home. 
For seconds, we had tortilla, bifstic and the pulpo which I found a little too insipid and too fishy and had me wishing that a Thai national had cooked it in his incomparable way instead.
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	A little girl, most probably the restaurateur’s grand-daughter, came in with an empty bowl and went out bearing it with the care and concentration worthy of an offering to a deity. It was full of pulpo. 
She was beaming in beatific bliss. 
She became for me the symbol of the reverence for and the pride that the Spaniards had for one of their iconic foods, the pulpo.
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	Our next town, Camponayara, was 9.6 km away, and the restauranteur confirmed the availability of a albergue there and advised us to take the shorter route through the city and onto the highway. 

We managed to get to Columbianos that way. I could have slept right there under the cherry trees while airing my tired and sweaty feet. 

We gratefully swung back onto the quieter Camino way to get to Fuentas Nuevas, a rather scattered little village with small farms, and then in the roasting heat to Camponayara.  

Unfortunately, we had been misinformed. There was no albergue.


There was hence no choice but to get to the next town, Cacabelos, 5.7 km away. Under normal circumstances, another 5.7 km was no big deal, but it was scorching hot, we were tired and thirsty, and it was already 5 pm.
So we followed the highway again. The Spaniards didn’t call their highways carretera ( “cars of terror” in my phonetic translation) for nothing. 
Inside every Spanish driver is a gestating Fernando Alonso. I literally hung on to my life as the cars whipped by just a few feet away from the road shoulder on which we were trudging on and on and on.  I was on the verge of tears. 
This was my all time low on the Camino, but fortunately, before I broke into insane curses, we saw the exit to Cacabelos and a signboard promising food and rest. 
However, it turned out that it was still another 1.3 km to town, followed by an infernal eternal walk through to the other end of town where the albergue was.
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	The albergue was built in the church compound and was rather similar to the one at Afroza though not as comfortable.

 At this stage, however, I would have been happy to arrive at any albergue, even one overseen by a loony Tomas. 

The bonus was the two-to-a-cubicle arrangement. The downside was that the walls didn’t reach the ceiling so that snores, conversation, laughter, rustling of plastic bags drifted from one room to another.


	Two young fair-skinned and fair-haired girls were seated like mermaids on a rock, drying their hair. 

We later met the rest of their Norwegian troop – their two respective mothers and their classmate, who was actually Dutch. 

They had started their walk in Astorga, and our paths were to cross very often until we arrived at Santiago, and although the girls were all Julian’s age, there was no romantic interest on either side.
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Distance covered 31.5 km
_____________________________________________________________________
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	moorywa  on Oct 24, '07
oh cherries,my favorite, but so expensive here in western Australia. Like 60cents each
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	Junglewallah on Oct 24, '07
     moorywa wrote
   “Like 60 cents each”
That's robbery!



	
	

	
	


