DAY 23 on the Camino: Enemy Castle 
25 June 2007 

(Cacabelos – Villafranca del Bierzo – Vega de Valcarce)
We left at 8 am on a very cold morning and walked through vineyards double-cropped with cherry trees.  It was easy to reach out and pick the cherries to eat as you walked along. Later, someone told me that there were notices saying that the cherries were toxic, but I survived to tell the tale.
[image: image1.jpg]



	We arrived at Pieros, a mere 3 km away, where the Norwegian group had preceded us, to have breakfast in the backyard of an enterprising and friendly seňora. 

She called her little stall, Chirinquito, and while she made our tostado, delved into our ancestry and with perspicacity challenged Peter’s claim that he was chinos. 

A little old seňora kindly offered us some freshly picked peaches from her bucket. They were the most organically grown peaches I had ever seen.
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The next township, Villafranca del Bierzo, had some impressive old churches and a well-fortified castle-palace but, as expected, all were closed, so we ended up having hot drinks and cake at the square.
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	From Villafranca onwards, the road was a continuous gentle uphill and although it was imperceptible, you could see the mountains getting lower as you were climbing higher. The road followed the Rio Valcarce for miles and miles, and it it hadn’t been for the temperamental river, sometimes calm and sometimes turbulent, it’d have been pretty boring.

The weather was ideal for walking, not too hot, not too cold and not too windy. We met Markus again, and this time he was knight in shining armour to a pretty and amicable Swedish woman and her young son. They had taken the bus from Ponferrada to Villafranca.

We had lunch at Pereje where lots of other peregrinos were also eating. However, we always seemed to the ones eating full course meals. That must be due to our Malaysian heritage. A German woman was sitting at the next table in the restaurante.
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“Have you seen the crazy Malaysians?” Markus asked Peter.

“No,” Peter replied. “Have you?”

“No,” said Markus. He turned to the German woman. “Have you seen the crazy Malaysians?” he asked her.

“No,” she replied in all innocence, and wondered why everyone was laughing.
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	The Camino from Pereje to Trabadelo, La Porrela de Valcarce, Ambasnestas (where we had tea at a quiet habitacion with a lovely hill view) and Vega de Valcarce was a serene walk through a mature forest with countless singing birds.   

It was possible to use the highway, a shorter distance to Vega, but we had learnt our lesson – no more carreterras, and anyway, I reasoned that we had come to walk the Camino de Santiago, not the highway version to Santiago.

At this point in our journey, we kept meeting two young German girls whose disposition grew sulkier by the day. Their dispirited gait indicated a journey of utmost drudgery and they often disappeared onto the highway. Their spirits might have been more uplifted had they stuck to the true Camino, longer though that may be.


Another person  whose path began to cross ours more frequently was the French girl, Morgan, now walking alone since having been deserted by her faster paced friends. 
Because she reminded me of Caroline, I felt sorry for her that she was travelling alone, which was rather irrational of me, I know. But anyway, she was eventually reunited with her friends when she arrived at Santiago.
It was almost 5 pm when we got to Vega where a surprise waited us. The Canadians, Cannon and Maureen, were sunning themselves outside a bar with their beers. Cannon shot out of his seat (sorry about the imagery), excited as he was to see us, and we had all these stories to exchange like lost and found friends. Finally, we left them to their beers and fine accommodation to figure out what we ourselves wanted to do.
	In Vega was to be found the ruins of the Saracen castle which Markus had persuaded us was worth a look-see. 

History has it that the Templarios had wanted to lay siege to it, but found that the Saracens had escaped through an underground tunnel when they arrived.

The ruins stood high up on a hill – inviting in its mysterious forlornness. 

We checked into the Vega municipal albergue.
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	The way to the castle ruins was 20 minutes of puffing up a steep trail through a magnificent forest of oak and chestnut. The castle was a lot smaller than it had appeared from below, but it was still a wonder to imagine the conflict and tension between the Saracens and Templarios here. However, we couldn't find the underground tunnel through which the Saracens had made their exit.

At the ruins, we met the first other Chinese on the Camino, Siew and Allan from Vancouver who had started from Ponferrada. It was now with a certain sense of pride that we could tell people we met that we had started at Roncesvalles. Siew, who had a strong Hong Kong accent, was the bigger and more verbose of the two. Allan was the more stylish, decked out in outfits from Tilley Endurables. I’m afraid Julian and I rather unkindly referred to him as the Bimbo.   


On the way back to the albergue, we visited the church that was open.    
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	Because we were still  digesting our heavy lunch, we decided to skip dinner, and end the day with a beer instead, seated at the bar under two stuffed boar heads. 

Together with the heads were two photographs of hunters with their lined up booty of at least seven wild boars.
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Distance covered: 24.6 km
______________________________________________________________________
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	jancan on Oct 29, '07
junglewallah wrote
“Because she reminded me of Caroline, I felt sorry for her that she was travelling alone, which was rather irrational of me, I know. “
You're not being irrational. You're a mother. :-) 
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	junglewallah on Oct 29, '07
jancan wrote
“You're not being irrational. You're a mother. :-) “
Thoughts from one mother to another.... ;-)
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	kiarabunch on Oct 30, '07
Don't you ever dare tell us that you wrote this part of your journey (Day 23) from your hospital bed? 
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	junglewallah on Oct 30, '07
kiarabunch  wrote
“Don't you ever dare tell us that you wrote this part of your journey (Day 23) from your hospital bed? “
No-lah. Left the hell hole already and am home.


