DAY 24 on the Camino: Huffin’ n Puffin’ 

26 June 2007 

(Vega de Valcarce – Cebreiro – Hospital de Condesa)
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	It was another cold morning, more so because we were in the mountains. Today, we would be doing the most arduous climb up to Cebreiro (1300m). It was possible to make arrangements for backpacks to be taxied to the top for collection, but it never crossed our minds to do that.

Our first stop was at Ruitelan, a mere 1.3 km away. We had actually planned to stay here the previous night if we hadn’t been lured by the Saracen castle. The seňora at the bar was very kind. Knowing that it was cold, she made that extra effort to make the milk for our coffee very hot. On top of that, she gave us three extra pieces of cake – free.


The trail was continuously uphill, but as yet the slope wasn’t too severe. We saw the two German girls again dragging their feet – joyless even without their packs! The trail passed through a series of tiny villages, picturesque in their own way. At one of the villages, we stopped a while to watch seven cats gamboling on the verandah of a deserted house.
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Then came the steep 1.5 km climb to La Faba. It was quite a slog up the rocky trail, but the forest more than made up for strenuous ascent. Juan Carlos and Jaime suddenly turned up behind us, and then disappeared again through a gate when we reached La Faba. Catching our breath at the fuente, we saw Cannon coming up the path. Maureen, he said, was just behind him. We waited a while, but moved on when she didn’t appear. That was to be the last time we saw him.
	The trail led out to the mountains from La Faba. The scenery was awesome. 

We were all moving like little dots on the sweeping mountainous landscape. 

The going was tough, and the cyclists shouted out their equivalent of the Volga boat song as they pressed on their pedals. 

The wind buffeted us like punch bags. It was cold.
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	A sign promising a bar 500 m away injected new strength into our legs and power into our lungs which were soon to be filled with animal-related smells from surrounding farms.  

Never mind that the same smells wafted into the bar. It was warm, there was food and drinks, and there was congenial company. 

We saw again the Norwegian girl to whom Peter had given a sandwich in a bar probably about two weeks ago. She was now the constant companion of a friendly Dutch peregrino, and they made a lovely couple.

 I was happy for her.


After the bar, the climb was less steep and in an hour’s time, we arrived at Cebreiro and were now in the Celtic-influenced province of Galicia, known also unflatteringly as the “urinal of Spain” for its generous rainfall.
Cebreiro was also a popular tourist stop-over, so there were souvenir shops, hostals and restaurantes aplenty for such a small place. Celtic music floated from the shops in which tourists and peregrinos suffering shopping-withdrawal syndrome milled around.
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We left at 2.30 pm after a so-so lunch at a nice restaurant. I liked, immensely, the stone wash basins they had in the toilets, but I can foresee them being sludged with algae in the tropics.
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We planned to stay the night at Hospital de Condesa, along a route which involved a bit more climbing up the Alto de San Rogue (1270m). I was less apprehensive about the climb than about the albergue as Markus had informed us that the hospitalero was one quirky aggressive guy. The hospitalero turned out to be a friendly seňora. However, if she had shown as much zeal in housekeeping as she had in yakking to peregrinos, the kitchen wouldn’t have smelled of poop and the downstairs toilet would have been cleaner, and there just might be loo paper.

The rooms were very crammed. The showers (unisex, alas) which drizzled warm water was of a size which allowed you to only walk in and turn round. Many who went in came out showing the thumbs down.
	Even so, the albergue filled up quickly. We were about the last ones in. Seated outside the albergue to enjoy what was left of the sun, we had a good view of peregrinos coming down the slope, heads hanging and trawling their leaden feet as it had been a hard day for everyone. I’m sorry to say that there was also quite a lot of mocking laughter at their expense. (I’m sure they had laughed at us as well.)

Then we saw the chinos from Vancouver coming. More laughter from the spectators. A Canadian woman, Gertrude, was the one person sympathetic to their plight and suggested they could sleep on the couches in the living room. However, they decided to leave for the next albergue, much to Wolfgang’s relief. Wolfgang, a German now living in Spain, was well acquainted with Siew’s tsunami-raising snores as I learned later.
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Dinner at the bar-restaurante wasn’t until 7 pm, but because it was cold, we were there at 6 pm to toast in the warmth of the room. With us at dinner were the Italian, Luigi, Francisco the Spaniard and Gertrude the Canadian. Down the table were a group of tourists from Barcelona who decided to turn peregrinos later at Portomarin.

Caldo, a vegetable-potato soup, was a common item on the Galician menu as was noodle soup. We also had trout and chuleta cerdo (pork chops). For dessert, I ventured to risk the queso as the canned pineapple rings and canned peaches did not appeal to me. It turned out to be a most delicious ricotta cheese topped with membrillo, a kind of fruit. All the Spaniards there were eager to explain this postres to the extent of going into the kitchen to bring out the fruit to show us.

We tried to keep a conversation going with Luigi, but he knew no Spanish and we knew no Italian except for musical terms (andante, allegro, forte, etc) which weren’t exactly useful to keep a conversation going. On the other hand, Francisco knew too much Spanish that we didn’t know. So we mainly talked to Gertrude who spoke English but knew no Spanish except for agua ( I think).

Gertrude was quite an exceptional woman. She had lived five years on a farm after she got married. She had no running water, no electricity, no hot water, no heating system. Her husband died in an accident after seven years of marriage and she single-handedly brought up two girls. This Camino trip was a gift from her girls.

I liked Gertrude. She had this no-nonsense pragmatism about her. She didn’t give two hoots to pretentious social niceties. For instance, she told me to eat my pork chops with my fingers so I could get at all the meat. She wasn’t embarrassed to tell us that she had packed up leftover meat from someone’s table so that she could make sandwiches for herself. No wonder she had a tummy upset the following day!
Distance covered: 19 hard km
______________________________________________________________________
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	jayanthy888 on Oct 31, '07
Julian looks mighty happy with himself posing next to the road sign. But what a pity - they have vandals there too!
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	junglewallah on Oct 31, '07
That's a show of political dissatisfaction, I think. The Galicians write "J" as "X" and so they don't want it written "J" in their province.


	[image: image14.png]



	joansklee on Nov 2, '07
When I saw the X in place of the J, I thought some Chinese vandal had been at work. I wonder why.
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	junglewallah on Nov 5, '07
joansklee  wrote
“some Chinese vandal had been at work”
Er...the one standing next to it?
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	jancan  on Nov 5, '07
junglewallah wrote
“Er...the one standing next to it?.”
lol. Julian knows Hanyu pinyin, yes? Hehehee
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	junglewallah on Nov 5, '07
jancan  wrote
“lol. Julian knows Hanyu pinyin, yes? hehehee”
Obvously you know something we don't. So what does that mean in Chinese?
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	jancan  on Nov 7, '07
junglewallah wrote
“Obvously you know something we don't. So what does that mean in Chinese?”
You were asking Joan jokingly if Julian was the vandal. Hanyu pinyin uses the letter x quite differently from the Wade-Giles system of romanization.
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	junglewallah on Nov 7, '07
So would the hanyu pinyin letter x be rather similar to the Galician letter x, or at least used on a similar principle? You know like "sing" becomes "xing", that kind of thing. 
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	jancan  on Nov 8, '07
junglewallah wrote
“So would the hanyu pinyin letter x be rather similar to the Galician letter x, or at least used on a similar principle? You know like "sing" becomes "xing", that kind of thing.
Yes! :-)
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	joansklee on Nov 9, '07
Xan Xulian? Haha
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	jancan  on Nov 9, '07
joansklee wrote
“Xan Xulian?”
The Hanyu letter x is very picky and only allows the vowels i and u to come after it. Perhaps Tze-jie could let us know if this is the case with the Galician letter x. 
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	junglewallah on Nov 9, '07
jancan  wrote
“let us know if this is the case with the Galician letter x.”
I have absolutely no idea. The Basques also have this 'x' system which is even more confusing.


