DAY 25 on the Camino: The Monastery Stable 

27 June 2007 

(Hospital da Condesa – Triacastela – Samos)
It was a beautiful, though cold, morning with white clouds wedged in the valleys. A steep uphill brought us to O Ponela where we had breakfast of a sandwich as we know it, that is, ham and cheese between sliced bread (crusty and hard, though). 
Gertrude puffed up the hill and joined us in the sun. She wanted to make her own tea to settle her tummy, and needed boiling water, but the best I could do  was to order agua caliente for her as the “boil” that was in my little dictionary referred to a big painful pustule you don’t want to get on your backside.
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	Galicia was a hilly green province where I saw ferns for the first time. 

There were two common architectural curiosities: the pallozas which were circular buildings with a low roof used to keep animals and food, and the horreos, rectangular structures on stone legs used to store grain.  

Horreos usually carried a cross on one or both ends of the roof, but these were decorative rather than indicative of any religious sentiments.
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	Unique to the Galician stretch of the Camino were the stone pollards built in the 1993 Holy Year – a Holy Year is when St James’s Day falls on a Sunday -- as part of the Galician government’s effort to promote the Camino. Each pollard, set 500 metres apart, recorded the distance left to Santiago.

Galician dogs were almost all Alsatians, or looked like Alsatians, unlike in Castilla y Leon where they were almost all little dogs on short legs, but which could show a fang or two.


While we were sitting in the sun with Gertrude, a group of young people noisily arrived, and the girls started to strip off their pants to change into their shorts while I pushed up my jaw which had dropped at that audacity. They were a friendly bunch of Spaniards and two American girls, Ashley and Christine, who were living in Spain and spoke fluent Spanish, and who were delighted to be told that they sounded like Spaniards.
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	It would appear that our reputation had preceded us, or rather, that we had become some kind of a curiosity ourselves on the Camino. 

This young group asked us whether we were the Malaysians they had heard about. People were used to seeing Japanese and Koreans, but not Malaysians. 

However, I didn’t think our little family unit was a true presentation of what Malaysians are in racial terms, but I would like to think that we did keep the Malaysian flag flying high. 

In fact, because it was unlikely that the Camino would see many Malaysians at any time in the future, we were conscious of the need to maintain a good reputation for the country’s image – even though the trip was not government sponsored!


	We said goodbye again to Gertrude. I didn’t think we would see her again. 

We went through Fonfria where we met the Canadian-Rumanian, Mona, outside an attractive hostal where we stopped to have a drink; then passed the smallest church on the Camino at Beduedo, and finally scudded downhill on a very stoney trail all the way to arrive at Triacastela in time for lunch.
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	Just outside Triacastela, under a spreading chestnut tree strikingly old and gnarled, we met the Norwegian group.

 With them was the American woman and her daughter who had travelled with Markus. Christine, one of the Norwegian mothers, said in a no uncertain disapproving tone of voice, “Markus has got a new girlfriend.”

The Norweigians, used as they were to only one hot meal a day, went into a tienda to buy stuff for their picnic lunch, while the Malaysians, used to multiple hot meals per day, went into a restaurante for the menu del dia.  A  woman walking through the restaurant, stopped by our table and gave us each a slice of tuna empanada, a kind of pie. Touches of kindness like this along the Camino have given us good memories of the people. In contrast, Noodle House in Petaling Jaya, which we’ve been patronising for nearly twenty-years now, has never so much as treated us to a free cup of Chinese tea.

	Today, we were going off-track to Samos to a monastery of Benedictine monks, encouraged by Markus’ glowing reports of the Gregorian chant they daily sing. 

The trail to Samos followed the Rio Oribo, and what a splendid trail it was. 

Huge old trees towered over and created a green cool tunnel through which the sun shone in dapples of light. 

Today’s walk was exemplary idyllic rural life – stone farmhouses with  irregular slate roofs, sheep grazing by streams, wild flowers in the sun, ruminating cows, but fantasy was kept in check by the reality of  malodorous farm smells and the endless trail of cow pats.
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By 4.30 pm we had our first view of the San Julian Monastery, a rather awesome sight of a fortified solid structure in the valley below, amidst green and rolling hills. 

I had been looking forward to spending a night at a real monastery, tucked  in a room, safe in amniotic silence, peace and erudition, so it was with great expectations that we worked our way down to the albergue.
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The albergue, it turned out, was behind the monastery and quite cut off from it.
 I suspect it could have been the monastery stable once upon a time. 
Bunk beds set against bunk beds, the cavern resembled a refugee camp by the time it was full. 
The pedestrian crossing just outside the albergue was a busy thoroughfare for peregrinos crossing over to the other side to hang out their laundry.
We were happy to see Mary whom we had met at Lorca three weeks ago and had not seen since. Also there were Kurt who we were always happy to see, Patris the Frenchman, the Norwegian family, Markus, Camelia and her son, Sam, the two Canadian Chinese, and the always happy American-Spanish group.
We took the monastery tour at €3 each. You’d have thought they could reduce the rate for peregrinos, but that was the only way we could have a look at the inside of the monastery. The tour was conducted in Spanish. The tour guide spoke very slowly, but that didn’t raise our comprehension a single notch. Fortunately, with the group was Niko, a young gentle and handsome Greek architecture student with a penchant for languages. He spoke Greek, of course, Spanish and English, and was learning Mandarin, and so he became our translator.

The tour mainly concentrated on a long corridor whose walls carried murals of monks, angels, vaguely biblical scenes and other allegorical tableaux.  I didn’t particularly like them, but since the tour guide was explaining each scene and painting style in some detail, I thought that I was perhaps lacking in some artistic sensitivity. Later, I found out why I reacted as I did. The “artist” was someone who painted cinema posters.
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Although the monastery was built in the 6th century, a fire started by a monk in the distillery necessitated renovation in the 1950s, hence its rather subdued interior. We passed by a series of heavy doors, and the tour guide explained that these were rooms for visitors who could apply to stay, but she did not volunteer to show us these rooms, which I thought was a shame. 
Que lastima.  

The tour brought us to other rooms and cloisters and ended with us going downstairs, the peregrinos limping, to the church.
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	Later, caught up in Markus’ enthusiasm, we trotted to the church again for the evening worship, the Gregorian chant. 

The number of monks had been decimated to 15 over the years. 

The oldest was well over 90 and the youngest, 25 years. They, aided by a few lay singers, got off to a rather shakey start, but it got better and better. 

The half-hour evening worship was followed by mass.
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Dinner came after. The restaurante was busy with peregrinos grabbing dinner before lights out and doors closed at 10.30 pm, and locals yarning at the bar. 
The Spaniards, like the Chinese, talk at the top of their lungs. 
Dinner was unimaginative, but we had the opportunity to talk to a pair of Italian twin sisters who  kept long and short hair respectively to distinguish one from the other. 
We had also become quite adept at helping non-Spanish speaking peregrinos like the Canadian Chinese to translate the menu.

Back at the albergue, I plugged up my ears and prepared to sleep. The snores were already well ing up, and were loud enough to shatter the peace of centuries of interred monks, as we learned from some unpleasant exchanges the next morning.
Distance covered 29 km
_____________________________________________________________________
	[image: image16.png]



	wondersf  on Nov 8, '07
Such a beautiful and vivid report. I really envy you. Seating down, piecing all the jig saws in place and at the same time digging deep to bring out the last taste in memory. Small, small sweet details, the feelings then.
I told Peter, the trip and experiences is a dream to so many, including me. Not this life time of mine now.
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	junglewallah  on Nov 9, '07
   wondersf wrote
   “Not this life time of mine now “
Uncle Khong, what you are doing now and the enthusiasm you have for what you do will put many people to shame.


	
	

	
	


