DAY 29 on the Camino: A Shared Meal 

1 July 2007 

(Melide – Ribadiso – Azua – San Irena)
There was a guy fast asleep at the counter of the bar where we had our breakfast. He was probably one of the revellers who kept us awake the previous night. It was all right for him. He could carry on sleeping, but we had a 30 km walk to finish today.
At the same bar was a rather elderly Canadian couple who had started at St John Pied-de-Port in France. Two days away from Santiago, the wife developed back problems and so they would have to take the bus there, and forego the compostela. Another occasion when I could say, “Que lastima.” Or to put it inelegantly, “Shit happens.”
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	It was another of those indecisive-weather days when it drizzled on and off, and the sun was coy. 

Fortunately, it wasn’t very cold. 

In fact, it was a comfortable temperature to walk in, if you didn’t mind having to remove or put on your jacket every so often.


	The trail led through a forest of tall eucalyptus trees with peeling barks. 

Eucalyptus trees were brought from Australia for the construction industry, but it turned out to be the wrong kind of wood for it. 

What happened was that the trees’ rapid propagation drove out local tree species, much like what the acacia has done to some of our secondary forests. 

They looked very dry and they are very thirsty plants.
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We met the American-Spanish group again. They had been reduced to just the Americans, Ashley and Christina who was hobbling from problems with her knees.  
Carlos had given up, and the two Spanish girls had gone back to work. We gave them our packet of secos before leaving them.
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	Today’s walk was a series of uphill and downhill through so many hamlets that I gave up trying to remember their names. 

There were fields of corn, cows and sheep. 

The Alsatian gene seemed to have petered out and we were meeting more small and friendly breeds.
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We passed through Ribadiso at noon. I had expected a much bigger place instead of the little village. However, someone told us later that the albergue there was excellent.
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	We were ready for lunch when we got to Azua. (Lunch time is also an opportunity to change into my slippers and air my boots and socks outside the bar or restaurant, a practice that no restaurateur ever complained about.) 

The menu was pictorial, an attempt, I suppose, to make ordering easier for non-Spanish speaking peregrinos.  

It didn’t work too well. 

I thought I had ordered fish, but it turned out to be pork. Peter’s spaghetti was a bit easier to recognize. Xulian’s “soup” was in effect prawns in an oily soupy base with lots of garlic, herbs and two dried chillies. Unfortunately, it gave him an allergic reaction, so I finished it for him.




There was a little anxious moment before we arrived at San Irena. Xulian, who was way ahead of us, missed the yellow arrow at a junction, and he followed the highway instead of crossing it to go onto the dirt track which we did.  When we reached another junction, Peter went back onto the highway to look for him. Thank goodness Xulian had the good sense to stop and wait when he realized that he was on the wrong track. All’s well that ends well.
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The albergue at San Irena was in an isolated spot after a stretch of eucalyptus forest.  It was a public albergue, a no-hospitalero-register-yourself-stamp-your-own-passport-make-yourself-at-home kind of place.  This meant you hunt down your own bunk bed in any of the three rooms.
We entered one of the rooms, and out of the dimness shot Gudrun. She gave me a bear bug and a big kiss on each cheek, stood back, thumped her fist on her chest  while speaking excitedly in German of which I could only understand, “Freude, freude.”  There was no hospitalero to welcome us, but Gudrun’s overwhelmingly warm reception sure made up for it. Apart from the two women, no one else came to occupy the room, and since we had become quite familiar with them, it was a comfortable arrangement.
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	We had read about San Irena’s isolation in Lonely Planet, I think, and so had come prepared with four hamburger buns (no bocadillo bread, thanks), a packet of jamon york, a can each of tuna, pulpo and zambrillos, a kind of shellfish. We also had a bag of chips. Gudrun and Inger, however, were not prepared, but agreed to share our simple meal after a little persuasion.

Another German woman, Ingrid, was at the albergue, and she sat with us during “dinner”. We found some cups in the kitchen, and with one remaining teabag, Peter  made everyone two rounds of progressively weak tea which Ingrid declared was the best tea she had ever had!


	On the way to San Irena, we had met Josep, a Portuguese, who had been walking the Camino every year for the last forty years. He popped up at the albergue and while we ate, he entertained us with Camino tales, imitations of the Japanese, and advised us on albergues and individual hospitaleros. He spoke some English and, according to Ingrid, a very strange Spanish. I think Ingrid found him rather irritating as she couldn’t get a word in edgeways, and the last straw came when he tactlessly observed that she had crow’s feet around her eyes.
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To ease the tension, Peter took a photograph, and Josep apologized for the gaps in his teeth, telling us that he had dropped his dentures. Thankfully, Josep decided it was time he went along, and so after a theatrical farewell bow, he picked up his two plastic bags and toddled off.
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	While all this was going on, Wolfgang the cyclist was getting ready for the night. 

From his 80 kg load, he retrieved and set up his camp bed in one corner of the dining room. He had already travelled 3000 km and filled up two journals. 

He ate his mountain of pasta and settled down for a bit of  pre-slumber reading, but was totally distracted by the gregarious Josep whom he kept watching over his reading glasses with  bemusement and amusement.


Gudrun and Inger were the noisiest female sleepers I had ever heard in my life, snoring with a ferocity to match Toshio’s.  
Meanwhile, Wolfgang, as we learnt the next morning, was being plagued by hundreds of mosquitoes in the dining room. 
Ingrid, in the meantime, had her nose assaulted by a peregrino reeking obnoxiously in the bunk above hers. She claimed that she was woken up in the middle of the night, not by noise, but by his smell.
 I think I had it easy. You can wear ear plugs but definitely not nose plugs.

Distance traveled: 30 km
___________________________________________________________________
